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Foreword 


YRIA HAS ONCE AGAIN come to the top of the U.S. policy agenda, 

despite conventional wisdom not too long ago that it was finally tak- 

ing its rightful place on the margins of Middle East affairs. At the 
beginning of his second term, President Bush has made Syria a focus for the 
next phase in his administration’s global war on terror. 

Much of the renewed attention on Syria has concentrated on the leader- 
ship qualities and strategic intentions of the country’s president, Bashar 
al-Asad. It has become a rhetorical commonplace to question whether 
Bashar has the same degree of authority and tactical savvy displayed by his 
late father and predecessor, Hafiz al-Asad. In this context, it is worth recall- 
ing that Hafiz al-Asad was not perceived as the uncontested master of his 
country and an astute player of the regional game until he had weathered a 
series of defining challenges: establishing Syrian hegemony in Lebanon, 
defending that hegemony against both Israel and the United States, and put- 
ting down serious challenges to his authority within Syria from Sunni fun- 
damentalists and ambitious family rivals. 

Perhaps the current controversy over Syria’s position in Lebanon will be 
a similarly defining crisis for Bashar. If Bashar is able to maintain a capacity 
to influence events in Lebanon in the face of mounting international pres- 
sure, he could emerge as a stronger figure, domestically and regionally. If, on 
the other hand, Bashar is judged to have made missteps that cost Syria its 
ability to protect its interests in Lebanon, he will be significantly weakened; 
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this could have serious consequences for Syria’s position in the region and 
Bashar’s position at home. 

At this critical moment, Flynt Leverett’s Inheriting Syria: Bashar’s Trial by 
Fire could not be more timely or needed. A senior fellow with the Saban 
Center for Middle East Policy here at Brookings, Flynt draws on rich expe- 
rience as a scholar, policymaker, and intelligence analyst to assess Syria’s 
unavoidable importance for U.S. foreign policy, the enduring and evolving 
dynamics of Syrian politics and policymaking, and Syria’s regional role. 
He paints a comprehensive portrait of Bashar al-Asad as national leader. 
He also offers thoughtful recommendations for U.S. policy toward Syria, 
proposing a strategy of conditional “carrots-and-sticks” engagement with 
Damascus. On all these counts, his work follows in the best tradition of 
Brookings scholarship and adds to the growing list of contributions that 
the Saban Center has made to national and international discussion of 
USS. policy in the Middle East. 

STROBE TALBOTT 


President 
March 2005 


Washington, D.C. 


Preface 


HE SYRIAN ARAB REPUBLIC is a comparatively small, internally 

conflicted, economically underperforming, and resource-poor Arab 

state. It nonetheless factors prominently in U.S. foreign policy 
toward the greater Middle East. For three decades before the September 11, 
2001, attacks, Syria, under the leadership of President Hafiz al-Asad, “boxed 
above its weight” as both subject and object of America’s Middle East pol- 
icy. At least since the 1973 Yom Kippur war, Syria has been an inevitable 
focus for the ongoing American quest to place the region on a more peace- 
ful and positive strategic trajectory. This is true both with regard to resolv- 
ing the Arab-Israeli conflict and, more broadly, to shaping the overall bal- 
ance of power in the Middle East. 

Under the leadership of Hafiz al-Asad’s son and successor, Bashar al-Asad, 
Syria has become even more salient for U.S. policy in the context of Amer- 
ica’s post-September 11 war on terror. For the Bush administration, Syria 
falls into the particularly problematic category of states that simultaneously 
sponsor terrorist activity, pursue weapons of mass destruction, and repress 
their people. Moreover, even though Syria offered intelligence and other 
assistance to the United States in its post-September 11 crackdown against 
al-Qaeda, Damascus has opposed other aspects of the administration’s global 
war on terror. In particular, Bashar al-Asad opposed the U.S. military cam- 
paign to unseat Saddam Hussein in 2003. Reflecting that opposition, Syria 
has both before and after the military conflict acted at times to undermine 
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the pursuit of U.S. objectives in Iraq. All of this has made Syria a challenge for 
U.S. policymakers seeking to chart an efficacious course for global counter- 
terrorism efforts and develop a “grand strategy” for the greater Middle East. 
Finally, the furor following the assasination of former Lebanese prime min- 
ister Rafiq al-Hariri has focused U.S. and international attention on the issue 
of Syrian hegemony in Lebanon. 

At the same time that Syria’s problematic behaviors have posed a signif- 
icant policy challenge, the degree of analytic consensus in the United States 
and elsewhere about the country’s leadership dynamics and strategic agenda 
has declined noticeably. Analysts and policymakers in the West had thirty 
years to scope out Hafiz al-Asad’s regime and his approach to internal and 
foreign policy issues. They have had just four years to make sense of Bashar’s 
leadership and approach to policy matters, and have interpreted the experi- 
ence and evidence of Bashar’s presidency to date in widely divergent ways. 
Not surprisingly, the uncertainty and lack of consensus in analytic discus- 
sions of Syrian affairs have made it more difficult to achieve any meaning- 
ful consensus about policy. 

Against this backdrop, the key objectives of this book are to reduce the 
level of analytic uncertainty about Syrian politics and policy today, to 
develop an actionable analytic portrait of the Asad regime under Bashar’s 
leadership, and to draw the implications of that portrait for U.S. policy. The 
book contains five chapters. Chapter 1 examines in greater detail Syria’s 
regional significance and the challenges that problematic Syrian behaviors 
pose for U.S. policy. Chapter 2 sets the stage for analyzing Syria under Bashar 
al-Asad’s leadership by looking at the nature of the regime that Hafiz al-Asad 
created and passed on to his son as well as the elder Asad’s substantive pol- 
icy bequest to his son regarding both internal economic and political issues 
and foreign policy. Chapters 3 and 4 concentrate on Bashar al-Asad’s tenure 
as president of Syria. Chapter 3 focuses on the internal challenges con- 
fronting the new president and examines his handling of domestic eco- 
nomic, political, and social issues. Chapter 4 pursues a similar examination 
of Bashar’s stewardship of Syrian foreign policy. Finally, chapter 5 evaluates 
options and makes recommendations for U.S. policy toward Syria. 
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CHAPTER ONE 


The Syrian Paradox 


ITTLE ABOUT Syria's natural endowments would lead an analyst to 

predict that it would have such a central role in Middle Eastern 

affairs. By most indicators of strategic importance—including size, 
internal cohesiveness, and wealth—Syria would seem destined to be no 
more than a minor player, relatively easy for greater powers inside and out- 
side the region to marginalize and ignore. 

Despite these apparent manifestations of insignificance, vulnerability, 
and weakness, Syria has long been an important consideration in U.S. for- 
eign policy toward the greater Middle East. Understanding this paradox is 
essential to understanding the challenges that Syria poses for U.S. policy- 
makers. To that end, this chapter offers an overview of Syria’s strategic place 
in the greater Middle East as well as an overview of the principal analytic 
questions surrounding Bashar al-Asad’s presidency. 


Apparent Weakness 


Syria today has a population of about 18 million, placing it only in the mid- 
dle third of Arab League states in terms of size.'! More than most Arab states, 
Syria’s population is a “fragile mosaic” of ethnic and sectarian communi- 
ties.” Arguably, among Arab states, only Iraq and Lebanon present compa- 
rable arrays of distinct communities. 
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Ninety percent of Syria’s population is Arab in ethnicity; another roughly 
9 percent is Kurdish, with Armenians, Circassians, and Turkomans filling 
out the mix.’ Syria’s Arab majority, however, is riven with sectarian cleav- 
ages that diminish its coherence as a definer of individual identities. Sunni 
Muslims are 74 percent of Syria’s overall population, but Kurds represent 
probably 8 percent of that figure, reducing the core Sunni Arab majority to 
roughly two-thirds of the populace.* Another 16 percent of the population, 
while Arab in ethnicity, consists of various offshoots of Shi‘a Islam—Alawis, 
Druze, and Isma‘ilis.* (This figure almost certainly includes a few tens of 
thousands of Twelver Shi‘a who are not captured as a distinct community in 
official Syrian demographic data.) The Alawis are by far the largest com- 
munity in the category of non-Sunni Muslims; demographers usually esti- 
mate Syria’s Alawi community at 11-12 percent of the overall population.® 
Christians, of various Orthodox and Uniate traditions and the Latin Rite, 
along with a smattering of Protestants, make up another 10 percent of the 
population.’ Syria’s small but historic Jewish community has all but disap- 
peared as a result of emigration in the early 1990s. (For maps of ethnic and 
religious demography, see p. 3.) 

These ethnic and sectarian cleavages have for centuries been the source of 
considerable social tension in Syria.* Even today, there are palpable, histor- 
ically grounded antagonisms between the Sunni Arab majority and non- 
Sunni communities. Through much of the twentieth century, these antago- 
nisms were reinforced by the traditional economic dominance of Sunnis in 
Syria’s major cities. They have been reinforced as well by Sunni perceptions 
of non-Sunni Muslims as heretical and of Christians as willing collaborators 
with non-Muslims seeking to rule Syria.’ 

In such a climate of ethnic and sectarian antagonism, it was virtually 
impossible for the entity that emerged as the modern nation-state of Syria 
in 1946 to integrate its society successfully or forge a cohesive political com- 
munity. Of course, the difficulties of forging a coherent state structure and 
national identity in a culturally pluralist society are not unique to Syria; 
such problems have been felt in other places in the Arab world and, indeed, 
throughout the postcolonial third world. But these pressures have been 
undeniably acute in Syria.'° 

To be sure, what many Syrians considered the lack of legitimacy of their 
country’s territorial parameters exacerbated the problem of forging a state 
structure and a national identity. Most politically aware Syrians viewed their 
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state’s territory as having been truncated through Western imperialist inter- 
vention. This sense of deprivation went beyond frustration over the creation 
of the state of Israel in 1947. Politically conscious Syrians shared a historically 
grounded perception, rooted in the experience of the Arab revolt of 1916-20, 
that a single state should have been created in historic Syria—bilad al-Sham 
(literally, the northern region, in Arabic)—joining what are today Syria, 
Lebanon, Jordan, Israel, the West Bank, and Gaza in one sovereign entity." 

The gap between the proposition that the Levant should be a single polit- 
ical unit (the notion of suriya al-kubra, or Greater Syria'’*) and the far more 
modest territorial reality of postindependence Syria increased the difficul- 
ties in forging a stable state structure or overarching national identity within 
a fractured society. Of course, difficulties in forging such structures and 
identities in polities whose borders are incongruent with their social struc- 
ture and political orientation have also been common experiences among 
postcolonial nations in other regions of the third world. But this problem 
was intensified for emerging polities in the Arab world by the apparent con- 
tradictions between the existence of individual nation-states, on the one 
hand, and deep attachments to a common Arab-Islamic culture and a pan- 
Arab political vision, on the other.’* And, in the case of Syria, the task was 
further complicated by the addition of a more specific pan-Syrian political 
construct. 

Since Syria achieved its independence as a modern nation-state in 1946, 
this accumulated historical baggage has made it a challenging place to gov- 
ern, always to some degree at apparent risk of coming apart as a society. The 
pull of supranational identities, whether Arab or Muslim, and subnational 
identities, either to minority sects or non-Arab ethnicity, has complicated 
the consolidation of a stable state structure or a genuinely national Syrian 
identity. For the first quarter-century of its independence, these internal dif- 
ficulties helped to keep Syria weak and politically unstable, making it vul- 
nerable to manipulation by outside actors.'* Today, nearly sixty years after 
independence, the traditional tensions within Syrian society still lie not far 
below the surface of Syrian politics. 

Islamic revivalism among Sunni Muslims, while clearly a regionwide 
phenomenon during the last three decades or so, has had special resonance 
in countries like Syria, with a Sunni majority but also significant non-Sunni 
and non-Muslim communities. Historically, the main exponent of politi- 
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cally oriented Islamism among Syria’s Sunnis has been the Syrian Muslim 
Brotherhood, a salafi movement self-consciously modeled on the Muslim 
Brotherhood in Egypt.'° The Brotherhood has a long history in Syria, orig- 
inating before independence, and made a forceful play for political power in 
the late 1970s and early 1980s.'° Although the Brotherhood as an organiza- 
tion has been suppressed in Syria for more than two decades, the strength 
and persistence of Islamic revivalism among a significant segment of Syria’s 
Sunnis continues to reinforce the country’s sectarian cleavages and adds 
another layer of complexity to the maintenance of political stability by sec- 
ular (and non-Sunni) rulers. 

Syria’s problematic internal political environment is matched by an un- 
distinguished economy. After more than five decades of effort at economic 
development, Syria remains comparatively unprepossessing in its economic 
performance. Its gross domestic product per capita is $3,300 a year, less than 
that of the most important non-oil-producing economies in the region, 
including Egypt ($4,000), Jordan ($4,300), Morocco ($4,000), and Tunisia 
($6,900), and nowhere near that of the major oil-producing states of the 
Persian Gulf.!7 More than a quarter of the labor force still works in the agri- 
cultural sector, which is focused on cultivation of cereals, cotton, fruits, and 
vegetables. Almost 30 percent of the labor force works in industry, but 
Syria’s industrial sectors have long been either state-owned (the model for 
heavy industries) or heavily protected and subsidized by the state (the ten- 
dency for light industries, active predominantly in food processing and tex- 
tile production). For the most part, these industrial enterprises are not 
internationally competitive. Syria has failed to develop substantial nonagri- 
cultural exports, and its agricultural exports do not earn sizable amounts of 
foreign exchange. 

Syria’s most important natural resources are deposits of oil and gas, but 
its proven reserves of both make it at best a second- or third-tier energy 
producer for international markets.'* Syria earns at least 50 percent of its 
trade revenues from crude oil exports; without this windfall, Syria’s overall 
economic performance would be far less positive. More ominously, without 
development of new sources, Syria’s current proven reserves of oil are pro- 
jected to run out within a decade, prospectively setting the stage, barring 
compensating changes, for a precipitous deterioration in the country’s eco- 
nomic situation. 
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Challenges for U.S. Policy 


These apparent manifestations of weakness notwithstanding, Syria has long 
been an essential consideration in U.S. foreign policy toward the greater 
Middle East. Syria’s centrality to the U.S. agenda in the region stems in part 
from its strategic location—at the heart of the Levant, in the heart of the 
Middle East as a whole. But Syria’s regional status also stems from the abil- 
ity of the regime established by Hafiz al-Asad in 1970 to consolidate a suf- 
ficiently stable domestic platform from which to assert Syrian interests on 
the regional stage. As he tenaciously worked to make Syria a real player in 
regional affairs, Asad frequently challenged and almost always complicated 
the efforts of U.S. policymakers dealing with the Middle East. Since Bashar 
al-Asad succeeded his father, in July 2000, these challenges have continued 
into the post-September 11 environment. 

The Asad regime’s inclination to challenge U.S. Middle East policy has 
not stemmed primarily from the personal obstreperousness of Syrian lead- 
ers, but from a particular assessment of what defending Syrian interests 
required in the face of the U.S. posture toward the region. The United States 
is, of course, the chief external backer of the state of Israel—from a Syrian 
perspective, an expansive power seeking regional hegemony. U.S. military 
and political support has been critical to allowing Israel to expand its terri- 
torial holdings and occupy these lands in defiance of what Syrian leaders 
frequently describe as “international legitimacy.” From a Syrian vantage 
point, U.S. policy in the Middle East for much of the last thirty-five years 
has aimed principally at ensuring Israel’s ability to consolidate and maintain 
its hegemonic position in the region. 

Given this interpretation of the underlying rationale for America’s Mid- 
dle East policy, the Asad regime has long been concerned to forestall a 
worst-case scenario in which Syria would be encircled by regimes hostile to 
its interests, allied to the United States, and docile toward Israel (that is, a 
Lebanon that has made a separate peace with Israel, a pro-Western Turkey 
cooperating strategically with the Jewish state, an Iraq with a regime sup- 
ported by and supportive of the United States, a Jordan ruled by pro- 
American Hashemites who have sold out the Palestinian cause and forged 
security ties to Israel, and a rump Palestinian entity). Under these condi- 
tions, Syria would be marginalized in regional affairs, with other states free 
to ignore or undermine its interests. The Asad regime’s efforts to forestall 
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such a scenario have frequently brought it into conflict with U.S. efforts to 
promote stability in the Middle East, whether in the Arab-Israeli arena or 
the region as a whole. 


Syria and Regional Stability 


Syria has long been a focus for U.S. efforts to stabilize the Arab-Israeli 
arena. Syria is a leading frontline state, and the Arab-Israeli diplomatic 
record contains important acknowledgments that a comprehensive peace 
between Israel and the Arab world cannot be achieved without the conclu- 
sion of a peace agreement between Israel and Syria.'’ More recently, the 
Arab League’s 2002 peace initiative made clear that a settlement between 
Israel and Syria is a predicate condition for peace between Israel and the 
Arab world as a whole.” 

U.S. policy toward Syria in the Arab-Israeli context has fluctuated be- 
tween efforts to facilitate Israeli-Syrian agreements and attempts to isolate 
and pressure Damascus to change its terms and tactics for achieving a 
peaceful settlement.*! The 1974 Israeli-Syrian disengagement agreement 
brokered by Henry Kissinger marked the beginning of serious U.S. involve- 
ment in Israeli-Syrian diplomacy.” Jimmy Carter, who came to office eager 
to pursue a comprehensive Arab-Israeli settlement, certainly recognized 
Syria’s centrality to that project; in the face of Egyptian and Israeli pressure, 
however, Carter ultimately gave up on the quest for comprehensive peace, 
pursuing instead a separate Egyptian-Israeli settlement.” During the Rea- 
gan administration, when Syria’s isolation became an important objective 
of U.S. Middle East policy, the United States pursued a “Lebanon First” 
option for Arab-Israeli peacemaking as well as a “Jordanian option” with 
regard to the Palestinian question; neither course proved productive.** The 
administration of George H. W. Bush returned to the goal of a comprehen- 
sive peace, with a concomitant refocusing of diplomatic effort on Syria, by 
convening the 1991 Madrid Peace Conference.*® President Bill Clinton 
picked up on his predecessor’s efforts and worked until his last year in office 
to broker an Israeli-Syrian settlement.”° The administration of George W. 
Bush, by contrast, has declined to engage on the Syrian track, preferring to 
press Damascus in the context of the war on terror. In the end, no adminis- 
tration, Democratic or Republican, has been able to escape the ineluctable 
logic of Kissinger’s observation that the Arabs cannot make war without 
Egypt and cannot make peace without Syria. 
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More generally, Syria has been, and almost certainly will continue to be, 
an unavoidable point of reference for U.S. efforts to forge a regional order 
that is both more stable and more favorably disposed to the interests of the 
United States and its allies. Syria has long been considered a critical “swing 
state” in the regional balance. For the first two and a half decades after 
World War II, Syria was a constant point of struggle between and among 
Arab republics and their conservative monarchical rivals in an ongoing con- 
test for regional influence.” After 1970, when Hafiz al-Asad came to power, 
Syria became a considerable player in its own right in this contest. In look- 
ing at the evolution of Arabism and dynamics within the Arab League since 
the 1967 Arab-Israeli war, a number of scholars have argued that the dom- 
inant trend has been incremental departure away from the overburdening 
conflict with Israel and toward greater autonomy for individual nation- 
states to pursue their own interests.** Overall, such a generalization seems 
undeniably true, but throughout the post-1967 period, Syria has often been 
able to slow the pace of this evolution and in some cases to define its outer 
limits.”° 

For the United States, Syria has been a long-standing factor in assess- 
ments of the regional balance of power. Washington has long considered 
Syria, in terms of the region’s strategic environment, as somewhere in be- 
tween those states well-disposed toward a negotiated peace with Israel and 
strategic cooperation with the United States (Egypt, Jordan, the states of the 
Gulf Cooperation Council, and the more moderate North African regimes, 
along with Turkey on the region’s perimeter), on the one hand, and those 
states opposed or strongly resistant to such developments (the Islamic 
Republic of Iran and Iraq under Saddam Hussein), on the other. U.S. efforts 
to broker an Israeli-Syrian settlement have been motivated not only by an 
interest in completing the “circle of peace” between Israel and its Arab 
neighbors, but also by an interest in anchoring Syria squarely in the moder- 
ate Arab camp and tipping the regional balance of power against more rad- 
ical or revisionist actors.*° 

Of course, as the United States has sought to promote these interests fol- 
lowing the establishment of the Asad regime in 1970, it has had to cope with 
Syrian resistance on a variety of fronts. Under Hafiz al-Asad, the Syrian 
leadership was chronically concerned that the U.S. approach to Arab-Israeli 
peacemaking would not decisively address the issue of the return of occu- 
pied territory. From this perspective, if Syria were not steadfast in defending 
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its diplomatic position, it risked not regaining the Golan Heights lost to 
Israel during the 1967 war (this suspicion intensified after the government 
of Menachem Begin annexed the Golan in 1981). There was a concomitant 
concern that stateless Palestinians might someday act to destabilize Syria; 
this scenario played itself out in 1970 in Jordan and later that decade in 
Lebanon, and the Asad regime was determined to forestall a similar turn of 
events in Syria. Prodded by these concerns, Syria pushed consistently for 
more than two decades for a comprehensive settlement to Israel’s conflicts 
with its Arab neighbors on a basis that ensured Syria would regain the ter- 
ritory on the Golan Heights.*? 

This meant that Damascus often opposed the preferred direction of U.S. 
administrations with regard to Arab-Israeli peacemaking. Most notably, in 
the late 1970s, Asad was bitterly opposed to Egyptian president Anwar al- 
Sadat’s peace initiative toward Israel, and resented President Carter’s aban- 
donment of a prospective reconvening of the abortive 1973 Geneva peace 
conference to shepherd separate Israeli-Egyptian peace talks that culmi- 
nated in the Camp David Accords of 1979.** Asad was concerned through- 
out the 1980s about a possible deal between Israel and the Palestinians or 
some sort of Jordanian-Palestinian confederation and, in the 1990s, was 
sharply critical of Palestinian leader Yasir Arafat’s pursuit of a separate peace 
through the Oslo process.** 

Chronic concern about possible strategic marginalization also prompted 
Syria to act, at times forcefully, to thwart what Damascus interpreted as fur- 
ther steps by the United States and Israel to encourage its regional isolation. 
During the cold war, Hafiz al-Asad was adept at playing on the U.S.-Soviet 
rivalry to forestall Syria’s diplomatic isolation in the region, but he was also 
willing to act unilaterally against U.S. interests in defense of Syria’s regional 
position.** Asad’s largely successful campaign to repulse Israel’s 1982 inva- 
sion of Lebanon, undermine the 1983 Israeli-Lebanese peace treaty, and 
drive U.S. military forces out of Lebanon was a direct challenge to the Rea- 
gan administration’s initial strategy for the Levant and the Arab-Israeli 
arena.” Syria’s inauguration of a strategic alliance with Iran during the Iran- 
Iraq War—while motivated by a range of considerations, including an inter- 
est in winning Iranian clerical endorsement for the Asad regime’s legitimacy 
as it confronted a Sunni Islamist insurgency—ran against American moves 
throughout the 1980s to bolster Iraq as a bulwark against the Islamic 
Republic’s revolutionary influence.*® 
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Such resistance continued after the end of the cold war. During the 1990s 
Syria’s continued alliance with Iran and, in the second half of the decade, its 
progressive entente with Iraq threatened the integrity of the Clinton admin- 
istration’s policy of “dual containment.”*” More recently, the intensification 
of Syria’s economic ties to Iraq during 2000-03—which gained most of its 
momentum after Bashar al-Asad had succeeded his father as president and 
made Syria the leading violator of UN sanctions against Saddam Hussein’s 
regime—was viewed in Washington as a challenge to the Bush administra- 
tion’s efforts in 2001 to reform the sanctions regime and, subsequently, to 
U.S. preparations to unseat Saddam.** As the Bush administration launched 
its military campaign against Saddam’s regime in 2003, Bashar not only 
opposed the war but authorized actions that worked against U.S. pursuit of 
its objectives in Iraq. 


Problematic Behaviors 


As Syria has resisted U.S. efforts to stabilize the region, it has employed 
means that the United States considers threatening in themselves to regional 
and international security. The most problematic of these from a U.S. per- 
spective are Syria’s support for terrorism and its pursuit of weapons of mass 
destruction. 

Syria is a charter member of the U.S. government’s list of state sponsors 
of terrorism, a status that Damascus has enjoyed since 1979.” Historically, 
the Asad regime has provided various levels of support to an array of ter- 
rorist organizations, including the Kurdistan Workers Party and the Japa- 
nese Red Army in addition to a range of secular and Islamist Palestinian 
rejectionists and Lebanese Hizballah. The regime has consistently viewed its 
connections to these groups as sources of leverage and pressure for pursu- 
ing a range of strategic and tactical goals, mostly in the Arab-Israeli arena. 

Syria’s involvement in international terrorism began in a serious way in 
the late 1970s and early 1980s, when Asad used his intelligence apparatus to 
build contacts and extend operational guidance and support to a variety of 
radical Palestinian groups that defined themselves in opposition to Yasir 
Arafat’s Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) and its interest in a diplo- 
matic settlement of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict; Asad even brought these 
groups together in 1984 in a Damascus-based coalition of secular national- 
ist factions.” Syria used these groups as proxies to carry out terrorist attacks, 
in the region and abroad, not only against Israeli targets but also against 
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Jordanian and PLO targets. Damascus sponsored these attacks for a variety 
of tactical aims, all supporting Asad’s overarching strategic goals of pressing 
for a comprehensive Arab-Israeli settlement and preventing Syria’s diplo- 
matic marginalization. These tactical aims included undercutting Arafat’s 
standing as the preeminent Palestinian leader, pressing Jordan’s King Hus- 
sein and Arafat not to conduct direct talks with Israel, and limiting support 
for Jordanian-PLO cooperation. 

Asad’s regime also developed links to terrorist organizations in Lebanon— 
both Palestinian and indigenous Lebanese groups, including the nascent 
Hizballah—to carry out attacks against Lebanese, Israeli, and Western targets 
in Lebanon following Israel’s 1982 invasion.*! Again, Damascus encouraged 
these attacks in support of various tactical goals: preventing the emergence of 
a Lebanese government willing to sign a separate peace treaty with Israel, 
undermining U.S. willingness to stay the course in supporting a genuinely 
independent Lebanese government, and increasing the price that Israel would 
have to pay to maintain a military presence in southern Lebanon. 

Asad overplayed his hand on the terrorism issue in 1986. Spurred 
by Israel’s interception of a Libyan airliner returning Syrian officials to Da- 
mascus in February 1985 and Israel’s downing of two Syrian fighters in Syr- 
ian airspace in November 1985, Syrian Air Force intelligence—almost cer- 
tainly with Asad’s approval—launched two “special operations” to blow up 
Israeli jetliners in Europe by having passengers unwittingly smuggle bombs 
aboard the aircraft. The first of these plots, the so-called Hindawi affair, was 
uncovered at Heathrow Airport in London in April 1986; the second, in 
Madrid, was thwarted in June of that year. The international reaction to 
these attempted terrorist acts was severe. Britain broke relations with Syria 
over the Hindawi affair, and Asad, mindful of the Reagan administration’s 
strike against Libya earlier that year in response to Libyan complicity in ter- 
rorist operations in Europe, worried that Syria might also be attacked.” 

The failed operations in London and Madrid and the international reac- 
tion to them forced the Asad regime to change the nature of its support for 
the terrorist organizations to which it maintained ties. Indeed, according to 
official U.S. government statements, Syria has not been directly involved in 
an incident of international terrorism since 1986.*° Instead of direct in- 
volvement in the planning and conduct of terrorist operations, Syria has 
focused for the last eighteen years on less direct modes of support for 
groups that the regime can describe as prosecuting guerrilla campaigns of 
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“national liberation.” By providing indirect support, Damascus still seeks to 
derive tactical leverage from its ties to terrorist organizations, particularly in 
the Arab-Israeli arena, but also hopes to minimize the risks of international 
“blowback” from specific terrorist operations.“ 

Syria has continued to provide safe haven to a range of secular Palestin- 
ian radical groups, most significantly the Popular Front for the Liberation of 
Palestine-General Command (PFLP-GC), which maintains its headquarters 
in Damascus.* As Islamist rejectionism emerged as a force in Palestinian 
politics in the late 1980s and early 1990s, Syria began extending similar 
backing to Hamas and Islamic Jihad; in 1993, after the signing of the Israeli- 
Palestinian Declaration of Principles, Damascus created a new rejectionist 
coalition encompassing both secular and Islamist groups. At this point, both 
Hamas and Islamic Jihad effectively maintain offices in Damascus.** Har- 
boring these groups in Syria allowed (and continues to allow) the Asad 
regime to demonstrate its support for the Palestinian cause, to exercise some 
degree of tactical leverage vis-a-vis Israel, and to maintain some residual 
leverage in its dealings with the PLO. 

At the same time, the Syrian leadership appears to have imposed restric- 
tions on the groups’ activities in order to make it harder—but not impossi- 
ble, in a number of specific instances—to establish a clear operational link 
between rejectionist figures based in Damascus and specific terrorist attacks 
in Israel or the West Bank. Training activities, for example, have been relo- 
cated to Hizballah and PFLP-GC camps in the Biga‘a Valley in eastern 
Lebanon. It also appears that Damascus has prohibited Palestinian groups 
under its sway, such as the PFLP-GC, from deliberately attacking U.S. or 
Western targets, either inside or outside the region.” 

Similarly, in the Lebanese context, Syria has used its ties to Hizballah to 
pursue tactical aims in support of its strategic goals of compelling Israel to 
negotiate peace on a basis acceptable to the Asad regime and bolstering 
Syria’s dominant position in Lebanon. Damascus has for many years been 
the principal conduit for Iranian military supplies going to Hizballah fight- 
ers in southern Lebanon. This has given Syria considerable influence over 
the group’s activities and allowed the Syrian leadership to play the Hizbal- 
lah “card” in a modulated way, turning up the heat when it wanted to press 
Israel and moderating Hizballah’s paramilitary operations when it wanted 
to emphasize the desirability of winning Syrian cooperation.** (Of course, 
Damascus has had to take into account the potential costs it might accrue 
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from alienating Iran by constraining Hizballah overly much from an Iran- 
ian perspective, but the fundamental point about the Asad regime’s tactical 
perspective on Hizballah’s paramilitary activities remains valid.) 

Even after Israel’s withdrawal from southern Lebanon in May 2000, 
Syria, under the leadership of Bashar al-Asad, has continued to see its ties to 
Hizballah as an important tactical tool in its posture toward Israel.” And, as 
will be seen, Bashar has allowed Hizballah to become increasingly involved 
in supporting anti-Israeli terrorist activity in the West Bank and Gaza in 
the context of the second intifada, formally known as the Intifada al-Agqsa. 

As with the Palestinian terrorist groups it supports, Syria has placed lim- 
its on Hizballah’s terrorist activities in an effort to manage the risk of re- 
gional or international blowback. Over the years, Damascus has sought to 
manage the pace and scope of Hizballah’s anti-Israeli operations in Lebanon 
and across Israel’s northern border to forestall direct and extensive military 
confrontation between Israel and Syria.*° Syria has little apparent influence 
over Hizballah’s terrorist activities outside of the region, which are carried 
out by the group’s international wing, the so-called Islamic Jihad Organiza- 
tion, with extensive support from Iran. Nevertheless, Syria seems to have 
barred Hizballah from targeting U.S. or other Western targets in the re- 
gion.”' In addition, Syria has overseen Hizballah’s evolution as a political 
party and major player in Lebanon’s parliamentary politics since 1992, help- 
ing the group to establish an identity apart from its paramilitary and ter- 
rorist functions.” 

On another important issue, Washington has for many years been con- 
cerned about Syria’s pursuit of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) capa- 
bilities. U.S. government assessments have concluded that the Asad regime’s 
efforts to develop WMD capabilities are focused on the achievement of a 
“strategic deterrent based on ballistic missiles and chemical warfare capa- 
bilities, as the ultimate guarantor of regime survival.” There is no evidence 
that Syria has seriously pursued, or is currently pursuing, a nuclear weapons 
capability, although some analysts continue to raise the possibility of a 
covert nuclear program.” 

The heart of Syrias WMD posture is its indigenous chemical warfare 
(CW) program. Hafiz al-Asad’s quest for a CW capability began before the 
1973 war, when Egypt transferred munitions filled with mustard agent to 
Syria; these munitions were not used during the course of the war. Follow- 
ing the 1973 war, Syria began to develop an indigenous CW program, with 
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assistance from a range of countries, including India, North Korea, and the 
Soviet Union (and subsequently Russia). These efforts intensified during 
the 1980s and included the production and weaponization of both blister 
(mustard) and nerve (sarin) agents.*° By the 1990s Syria was also producing 
and weaponizing a more deadly and persistent nerve agent (VX).”° 

Syria’s CW arsenal today is assessed by both governmental and non- 
governmental analysts in the United States and Israel to include stockpiles of 
mustard, sarin, and VX agent, CW warheads for delivery on surface-to- 
surface missiles, and aerial bombs for delivery by aircraft.°” Analysts have also 
concluded that Syria currently has the largest and most advanced CW pro- 
gram in the Middle East and the most active offensive CW testing program in 
the region.** Syria is not a signatory to the Chemical Weapons Convention. 

Syria’s development of CW capabilities was accompanied by procurement 
of ballistic missiles to serve as potential delivery systems for weaponized CW 
agent. Syria began to build up its ballistic missile capabilities in the late 
1960s, focusing originally on battlefield support and tactical missiles. During 
the 1973 war, Syria used conventionally armed, Soviet-origin, Frog-7 battle- 
field support missiles against civilian settlements in northern Israel. After the 
1973 war, Syria sought to develop a more strategically capable missile force, 
starting with the procurement of its first SCUD-B missiles from North Korea 
in 1974.* The expansion of Syria’s missile force continued during the 1980s 
and 1990s with the procurement of additional SCUD-Bs, SCUD-Cs, and 
SCUD-Ds from North Korea. 

Currently, Syria’s ballistic missile arsenal is assessed by nongovernmental 
analysts in the United States and Israel to include 200 SCUD-Bs, 60-120 
SCUD-Cs, and an uncertain but still small force of SCUD-Ds.® These plat- 
forms give Syria a capability to deliver conventional or CW warheads 
against targets in countries in the region allied to the United States, includ- 
ing Israel. In addition, Syria continues to maintain a force of two hundred 
SS-21 tactical missiles (the Frog-7 follow-on). Beyond this, Syria has over 
the years developed the capability to produce its own specimens of the var- 
ious missiles in its inventory and both liquid and solid propellants through 
acquisition of necessary technology from North Korea and Iran, according 
to congressional testimony by U.S. intelligence officials.°' 

To this list of Syrian behaviors that are problematic from an American 
policy perspective, one should add Syria’s long-standing domination of its 
Lebanese neighbor. Starting with Syria’s intervention in the Lebanese civil 
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war in 1976, Hafiz al-Asad worked tenaciously to build up an essentially 
hegemonic position in Lebanon. The elder Asad defended this position 
throughout his presidency, and it has been maintained by Bashar. 

The U.S. posture toward Syria’s domination of Lebanon has evolved over 
the last three decades, moving from an attitude of acceptance and even sup- 
port during the 1970s to one of criticism and resistance for the past twenty 
years. Effecting Lebanon’s autonomy from Syrian influence was one of the 
goals behind President Reagan’s intervention in Lebanese affairs in the early 
1980s. Although the Reagan administration effectively abandoned Lebanon to 
Syrian hegemony in the mid-1980s, the United States has never subsequently 
accepted Syria’s controlling role there. Since the 1980s the removal of Syrian 
troops from Lebanon and the promotion of greater effective Lebanese inde- 
pendence have been stated U.S. policy goals, even if successive administra- 
tions were not especially assiduous in pursuit of these goals.” More recently, 
the adoption of United Nations Security Council Resolution 1559 in Septem- 
ber 2004, calling for the withdrawal of Syrian forces from Lebanon, has 
renewed debate over how high a priority U.S. policymakers should ascribe to 
this goal.“ This debate has intensified in the aftermath of former prime min- 
ister Rafiq al-Hariri’s assasination in February 2005. 


The Post-September 11 Agenda 


As the foregoing rehearsal makes clear, most Syrian behaviors that the 
United States considers threatening or offensive originated well before Sep- 
tember 11, 2001. Those behaviors include not only support for terrorism, 
development of WMD capabilities, and maintenance of a hegemonic pos- 
ture in Lebanon, but also (until 1997) involvement in narcotics trafficking.” 

This long record makes Syria, in many ways, a paradigmatic “rogue 
regime.” That record notwithstanding, the United States has never, at least 
until recently, treated Syria in the same manner as other Middle Eastern 
rogues, such as the Islamic Republic of Iran or Iraq under Saddam. Wash- 
ington has consistently maintained normal diplomatic relations with Da- 
mascus; even after the notorious Hindawi affair of 1986, the United States, 
unlike Britain, which broke diplomatic relations altogether, only recalled its 
ambassador for consultations. Similarly, while the designation of Syria as a 
state sponsor of terrorism brings the automatic imposition of specific U.S. 
sanctions on Damascus, Syria is the only state sponsor that has never been 


16 THE SYRIAN PARADOX 


placed under comprehensive trade and economic sanctions.” And succes- 
sive administrations have usually left Syria out of their more categorical 
statements about rogue regimes. 

For much of this period, the centrality of Syria to Arab-Israeli peace- 
making and its status as a “swing state” in the region have kept successive 
administrations from any fundamental rupture with the Asad regime. How- 
ever, the September 11 attacks and the prosecution of the global war on ter- 
ror have made undesirable Syrian behaviors increasingly problematic from 
a U.S. standpoint.” In the context of the global war on terror, Syria’s promi- 
nence is almost self-generating. Indeed, Syria falls into that particularly 
troublesome category, identified by the Bush administration, of states with 
terrorist links simultaneously maintaining or pursuing weapons-of-mass- 
destruction capabilities.”” Moreover, Syria’s authoritarian order stands in 
sharp contradiction to U.S. interests—as part of a program for attacking 
the roots of Islamist violence—in promoting greater political openness, 
popular participation in decisionmaking, and economic and social liberal- 
ization in the Arab and Muslim worlds.”! 

Syria’s status as a state sponsor of terrorism pursuing WMD capabilities 
was bound to become a source of increasing friction between Washington 
and Damascus. And, without an active and ongoing Syrian track of the 
peace process, Damascus lost an important part of its protection against 
American opprobrium. Syria, under the new leadership of Bashar al-Asad, 
offered the United States intelligence cooperation against al-Qaeda and 
related groups in the aftermath of the September 11 attacks, but did noth- 
ing to reverse its own terrorist ties.” 

Increased U.S. frustration with Syrian behavior was clearly reflected in 
the groundswell of congressional momentum after the September 11 
attacks that ultimately led to the enactment of the Syria Accountability and 
Lebanese Sovereignty Restoration Act. The legislation was designed to man- 
date the imposition of more punitive restrictions on U.S.-Syrian diplomatic 
and economic interaction. For at least some of its supporters, the measure 
was also meant to serve as a precursor for subsequent legislation, modeled 
after the Iraq Liberation Act and the Iran-Libya Sanctions Act, which would 
mandate support for Syrian oppositionists and impose secondary sanctions 
on countries continuing to do business with or invest in Syria. 

For two years the Bush administration fended off congressional pressure 
to pass the Syria Accountability Act. In 2002 State Department officials cited 
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Syria’s cooperation against al-Qaeda to forestall congressional action on the 
bill.” As the administration worked in 2002 and early 2003 to define its ap- 
proach to Arab-Israeli peacemaking and prepare for war in Iraq, the White 
House continued to hold Congress at bay by citing the need for maximum 
diplomatic flexibility.” 

Of course, during the same period, Syria was adding to the list of U.S. 
grievances against it by its continuing violations of UN sanctions imposed 
on Saddam’s Iraq, by official Syrian complicity in the transfer of military 
and dual-use items to Iraq, and by Syrian facilitation of the movement of 
so-called “foreign fighters” across the border into Iraq in the early days of 
the war.” Once the war had been fought and Syria did not meet U.S. de- 
mands to change several problematic behaviors, especially with regard to 
Syrian links to Palestinian terrorist organizations and Lebanese Hizballah, 
the administration’s willingness to oppose congressional action on the Syria 
Accountability Act weakened. The effective suspension of U.S.-Syrian infor- 
mation sharing on al-Qaeda further diminished the executive’s inclination 
to resist new legislative measures against Syria.’”° Ultimately, Congress com- 
pleted action on the Syria Accountability Act in November 2003, and Pres- 
ident Bush signed the bill into law the following month.” Pursuant to the 
law, President Bush issued an executive order imposing new economic sanc- 
tions on Syria in May 2004.”* The Bush administration’s frustration with 
Syria mounted in the second half of 2004, as the security situation in Iraq 
continued to deteriorate. As the president began his second term, the assas- 
ination of Hariri sparked a further downward spiral in U.S.-Syrian rela- 
tions, with Washington withdrawing its ambassador from Damascus. 

Thus, Syria’s standing in Washington has declined significantly since Sep- 
tember 11, 2001. In a very pointed way, the decline underscores that the 
current approach to dealing with Damascus is not working to achieve U.S. 
policy goals. As the U.S.-Syrian relationship has deteriorated, disagreements 
within the U.S. policy community (and between the United States and its 
allies) over the optimal course for dealing with Syria have intensified. 

This situation raises fundamental questions about the appropriate direc- 
tion for U.S. policy toward Syria. What is the optimal course for changing 
problematic Syrian behaviors in the context of the global war on terror? 

—Should Washington continue ratcheting up economic, political, and 
rhetorical pressure on Damascus? How likely is such a course to produce 
significant changes in Syrian behavior? 


18 THE SYRIAN PARADOX 


—Or, should the United States place Syria in the same category as 
Afghanistan under the Taliban and Iraq under Saddam Hussein—states for 
which the only way to stop threatening policies was through coercive regime 
change? If so, how should regime change be pursued in the Syrian case, and 
what sort of political structures might replace the current order? 

—Alternatively, could the United States get Syria to alter problematic 
behaviors through carrots-and-sticks engagement, along the lines that the 
Clinton and Bush administrations pursued toward Libya? If so, what would 
an effective package of incentives and disincentives include and how much 
change in Syrian behavior could that package induce? 

It will be difficult for a U.S. administration to continue indefinitely a 
course that does not address and resolve the challenges to U.S. interests 
posed by problematic Syrian behaviors, given the ongoing war on terror 
and the elevated importance of the Middle East as the principal battle- 
ground in that war. Thus, the United States will have to come to grips with 
the problem of formulating a coherent Syria policy. 


Analytic Uncertainties 


Obviously, American policymakers cannot make sound decisions about 
U.S. policy toward Syria unless their choices are grounded in genuinely in- 
sightful assessments of Syrian intentions, motivations, and constraints. Yet, 
at precisely the time that U.S. officials need to be making sound choices 
about policy toward Syria, the level of analytic uncertainty about Syria’s 
leadership and regional agenda has risen precipitously. 

For thirty years, from 1970 until 2000, U.S. officials concerned with Syria 
and the Middle East dealt with the increasingly familiar and, in retrospect, 
rather steady figure of Hafiz al-Asad. Asad’s longevity in office, his unques- 
tioned authority in Syria, and his usually careful and strategic approach to 
regional affairs gave American policymakers a relative degree of analytic 
clarity about Syria’s long-term goals, tactical preferences, and perceived con- 
straints. However, since Hafiz al-Asad’s death in June 2000 and the accession 
of his son Bashar to the presidency, that relative degree of analytic clarity 
about Syria has declined significantly. 

Much of the current uncertainty revolves around questions about Bashar 
al-Asad’s leadership. Four and a half years into Bashar’s presidency, there is 
little analytic consensus about the quality of his leadership, his inclinations 
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on key domestic and foreign policy issues, or the degree of influence he 
really exercises over Syria’s internal and external policies. Perceptions of 
Bashar outside of Syria have fluctuated significantly since his inauguration. 
Initially, there was appreciable optimism about Syria’s new leader. Despite 
widespread awareness of the constraints on Bashar and the challenges he 
would face in consolidating and maintaining his position, there was also a 
sense that he was potentially a different sort of leader from his father. Some 
observers expected that Bashar’s exposure to the West during his postgrad- 
uate medical education in Britain would give him a more progressive out- 
look than his father or the surviving members of the inner circle.” Others 
anticipated that generational succession in Syria could ultimately have a 
transformative impact on the nature of the Syrian regime.*’ At this point, 
however, there is a widely held perception that political and economic 
reforms have not come as fast under Bashar’s leadership as some had antic- 
ipated or as Syria’s many pressing problems demand.*! 

Why has change come so slowly and what does that mean about Bashar 
al-Asad as a national leader? Several competing and, for the most part, con- 
tradictory explanations have been advanced for the current state of affairs, 
each with its own implications regarding future possibilities for reform in 
Syria. Three conflicting images of Bashar as national leader currently dom- 
inate analytic debates and policy arguments about Syria. These may be sum- 
marily described as “Bashar as closet reformer,’ “Bashar as loyal son,” and 
“Bashar as neophyte.” 


Bashar as Closet Reformer 


The first image presents Bashar as someone who recognizes Syria’s back- 
wardness, wants to reform the system he inherited from his father, and seeks 
to improve Syria’s relations with the West, particularly the United States. In 
this image, however, Bashar is constrained in acting on these impulses by his 
continuing need for support from an old guard of senior officials in the 
government and security apparatus. These officials, who served Hafiz al- 
Asad for decades, are not interested in reforms that would undermine their 
authority or reduce their families’ opportunities for gain through corrup- 
tion and control over lucrative sectoral monopolies. 

The closet-reformer view has two variants, one relatively optimistic and 
the other relatively pessimistic about Bashar’s chances for changing Syria. 
The more optimistic variant suggests that, over time, as Bashar is able to 
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consolidate power and replace the old guard as it passes from the scene with 
younger officials who share his interest in reform, he may be able to imple- 
ment fundamental changes in the system he inherited from his father.** The 
more pessimistic variant presents Bashar as, effectively, Syria’s Gorbachev, 
presiding over a system so fraught with internal tensions and contradictions 
that he cannot pursue fundamental change without risking either removal 
from office or a collapse of the established order.* 


Bashar as Loyal Son 


In contrast to the first view, this image presents the Syrian president as a 
force for continuity and stasis (if not retrogression) in Syrian domestic and 
foreign policy. From this perspective, Bashar is a thoroughgoing product of 
the system his father built up over three decades, whose principal goal as 
president is to protect the core constituencies of the Asad regime and pre- 
serve the main elements of his father’s foreign policy. In this view, Bashar’s 
disinclination to pursue fundamental reforms in Syria’s economic and 
political order makes him very much part of the “problem” in Syria; he can 
in no way be considered a prospective part of the solution.™ 

Some analysts in the loyal-son school argue that Bashar may indeed be 
more rejectionist in his approach to Syrian foreign policy than his father, 
perhaps under the influence of Hizballah’s secretary general, Hassan Nas- 
rallah.* (Of course, the degree to which Hafiz al-Asad’s conduct of Syrian 
foreign policy was influenced by rejectionist ideology concerning Israel and 
the United States is subject to question, as is discussed in chapter 2.) 


Bashar as Neophyte 


A third image describes Bashar as a callow and inexperienced leader who 
is probably not up to the job of being president of Syria. Those who see 
Bashar through this prism argue that he does not have a real vision— 
whether reformist or status quo in orientation—for Syria’s future or a fully 
thought-through foreign policy agenda. On both fronts, as a Syrian civil 
society activist put it, Bashar and his advisers “simply do not know what to 
do.”** For proponents of this view, Bashar’s inexperience and lack of vision 
are themselves dangers to regional stability.*” 

Each of these images carries its own implications for U.S. policy; the lack 
of analytic consensus thus exacerbates the lack of consensus as to the appro- 
priate course for policy. Of course, it is possible to array data points selec- 
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tively to argue the case for any of the three images. Each of them captures 
legitimate and important aspects of Bashar’s leadership and contemporary 
Syria’s political reality. But none of these images is, in itself, an adequate 
framework for understanding Syrian politics and policymaking during 
Bashar al-Asad’s presidency. To develop an actionable analytic base for for- 
mulating sound U.S. policy, it is necessary to take elements from each of 
these images and assemble them into a more complicated, nuanced, and 
multivariable account of Bashar’s leadership and the realities of Syrian pol- 
itics today. This is the task to which the bulk of this book is devoted. From 
this base, it should be possible at the end to evaluate which of the options 
available to U.S. policymakers—continuing the present course, shifting to a 
posture of promoting regime change, or moving to serious carrots-and- 
sticks engagement—is most likely to promote U.S. policy goals with regard 
to Syria. 


CHAPTER TWO 


Hafiz’s Legacy, 
Bashar’s Inheritance 


O UNDERSTAND THE challenges confronting Bashar al-Asad—and 

to draw the correct implications of such understanding for U.S. pol- 

icy—it is imperative to review the political and strategic situation 
that he stepped into in 2000. In other words, before examining Bashar’s 
record as president of Syria and considering future possibilities, it is neces- 
sary to understand the achievements, failures, and unfinished business that 
he took over from his father. Hafiz al-Asad was Syria’s longest-ruling post- 
independence leader, dominating Syrian politics for three decades and, 
more than any other figure, shaping its current political order and social 
structures.’ Thus the regime that Bashar heads is still to a significant degree 
a regime created by his father. Hafiz al-Asad also did more than anyone else 
to define Syria’s place in the region and its posture toward major interna- 
tional players, including the United States. 

For these reasons, this chapter is devoted to an examination of Hafiz al- 
Asad’s political bequest to his son and successor. It first considers the nature 
of the regime that Hafiz al-Asad created, the challenges that managing this 
regime would inevitably present to a successor, and the substantive policy 
legacy of Hafiz’s tenure as Syria’s president with regard to Syria’s economy 
and internal political situation. It then parses the elder Asad’s foreign policy 
record to develop a picture of the strategic challenges facing his son. 
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The State That Hafiz Built 


Hafiz al-Asad’s most basic accomplishment as ruler of Syria was to trans- 
form the Syrian political order from a coup-ridden, postcolonial, semi-state 
into a veritable model of authoritarian stability. In doing this, he established 
a structure of power in Syria that continues to define fundamental political 
choices for his son. 

Before Asad came to power in 1970, Syrian politics was highly unstable. 
From 1949, just three years after Syria obtained independence, until Asad 
came to power in the so-called Corrective or Correctionist Revolution (al- 
thawra al-tashihiyya) in 1970, Syria experienced twenty military-backed 
coups or coup attempts—an average of almost one a year.’ Even after the 
Ba‘th Party came to power in a 1963 coup, intense factional infighting con- 
tinued within Syria’s new ruling elite. Two more rounds of power struggles 
occurred, in 1966 and 1970, involving various leadership factions backed by 
supporting factions in the military-security establishment, before Asad 
emerged as Syria’s supreme leader. 

Once he assumed the top position, Asad definitively reversed the histor- 
ical trend toward instability. During his presidency, Asad fought a bitter 
struggle against a Sunni fundamentalist challenge to his rule during 
1976-82; his own brother, Rifa‘t, briefly challenged his authority after the 
president was temporarily sidelined by a heart attack in 1983. Apart from 
these episodes, however, Hafiz’s tenure was an unprecedented episode of 
stable leadership politics in modern Syria. Understanding the sources of 
that stability is critical to assessing the challenges confronting Bashar al- 
Asad today. 


Pillars of Stability 


At its foundations, the stability of Asad’s regime rested on three pillars. 
These were his nearly absolute mastery of the instruments of power, his 
construction of a social base sufficiently broad to reinforce his hold on those 
instruments, and the establishment of a centralized and highly personal- 
ized presidential system supported by a strong cult of personality. 

The first and most fundamental pillar of stability was, of course, Asad’s 
successful consolidation and exercise of control over key levers of power. 
This control was manifested in various ways, including: 


24 HAFIZ’S LEGACY, BASHAR’S INHERITANCE 


— the use of the Ba‘th Party as a Leninist-style tool for popular incorpo- 
ration, along with other mass organizations (Peasant Union, Women’s 
Union, Writers’ Union, trade unions and professional associations, and youth 
organizations); 

— further use of the party as a tool for establishing the regime’s author- 
ity over the state apparatus;* 

— the use of state agencies and public sector enterprises as employers of 
last resort for an increasingly state-dependent “new bourgeoisie”;? and 

— the “Ba‘thization” of the army—or, alternatively, the crafting of an 
“army-party symbiosis”°—to ensure the support of the armed forces for 
Syria’s post-1963 Ba‘thist political order. 

Along with the mastery of these key levers of power, Asad cultivated a 
highly developed and coercive police state apparatus to put down perceived, 
potential, and real threats to the regime.’ In contrast to Saddam Hussein, 
Asad was not psychopathic in his use of repression and violence. He em- 
ployed such measures in an instrumental way to repel what he saw as threats 
to his regime (as one former U.S. ambassador to Syria has put it, likening 
Hafiz al-Asad to Don Corleone of The Godfather, the Syrian president’s use 
of force or coercion was always “business, not personal”). And, to be sure, 
there was over time some degree of mitigation in the draconian severity of 
the treatment meted out to those who ran afoul of the system.* Despite this 
evolution, the human rights situation in Syria remains poor by any interna- 
tionally recognized standard, and an ongoing record of brutal repression 
remains an important and inescapable part of Asad’s legacy. 

Many of these developments were already under way when Hafiz al-Asad 
assumed the top spot in Syrian politics in 1970, the groundwork for them 
having been undertaken following the 1963 coup that brought the Ba‘th 
Party to power. But, once he had eliminated his colleagues cum rivals in the 
post-1963 order, Asad took these ongoing trends in Syrian politics to new 
heights of sophistication. Moreover, as Asad consolidated his position after 
1970, he used his expanding authority to convert the major levers of 
power—the Ba‘th Party, the armed forces, and the intelligence and security 
apparatus—into personal instruments.’ 

The second pillar of stability was Asad’s consolidation of an alliance of 
social elements sufficiently broad to support his hold on power.'® Asad’s 
social strategy was largely derived from Ba'thist ideology, but it had very 
practical benefits for a regime that could all too easily be criticized as nar- 
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rowly sectarian—indeed, to some, little more than an Alawi cabal—in its 
base.'' The essential features of this strategy included: 

—the secularization of political and social life, rooted in the Ba‘thist 
commitment to freedom, to appeal to the spectrum of Syrian minorities 
who define their identities in religious terms (including Christians, Druze, 
and Isma‘ilis, in addition to Alawis) but not to those minority communities 
(like the Kurds) who define their identities in national terms; 

—a populist economic agenda, rooted in the Ba‘thist commitment to 
socialism, to mobilize “new middle class” or “ex-peasant” elements in Syrian 
society alongside previously marginalized minorities in support of the re- 
gime,’* and 

—land reform in the countryside, resulting in a mix of smallholder plots 
and state-run collective farms in the agricultural sector, to mobilize a sig- 
nificant proportion of the peasantry." 

Thus, the social base of Asad’s regime was never purely Alawi, or even 
strictly speaking an alliance of Alawis and other sectarian minorities in Syr- 
ian society.'* Beyond its minoritarian elements, the regime’s base also 
encompassed rural Sunnis who were not part of the Sunni establishment 
(itself an alliance of the ‘ulama—treligious scholars—and notable urban 
families) or not attracted by the increasingly politicized Islamism of the Syr- 
ian Muslim Brotherhood. This constituent base never commanded much 
legitimacy or even acceptance from the urban Sunni population and had to 
be consistently reinforced by a coercive police state apparatus and a will- 
ingness, on Asad’s part, to exercise decisive brutality when needed. Never- 
theless, it was sufficiently broad to hold the line against a significant chal- 
lenge to the regime in the late 1970s and early 1980s by the Muslim 
Brotherhood, seeking to mobilize Syria’s Sunni majority against Asad’s sec- 
ular and, in fundamentalist eyes, “heretical” regime." 

During his presidency, Asad made important refinements to the estab- 
lished Ba‘thist strategy for widening the regime’s social base by appealing to 
the religious sensibilities and economic interests of parts of the urban Sunni 
population. In the religious arena, while never departing from a fundamen- 
tal commitment to secularism, Asad tried over the course of his tenure to 
curry favor with Syria’s Sunnis through a variety of public gestures.'° In the 
economic arena, Asad sought to find ways, within the statist parameters of 
Ba‘thist economic policies, to provide some limited openings for elements of 
the traditional Sunni elite to reestablish some of their economic standing.”” 
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He had no intention of genuinely empowering these economic elites 
or, more broadly, the urban Sunni middle class, but wanted, if possible, to 
co-opt parts of them."* 

Asad added a third pillar of regime stability to the already established 
mix of policies and tactics for preserving and enhancing the stability of 
Syria’s Ba‘thist regime. This third pillar, uniquely Asad’s in its conceptual- 
ization and implementation, was the creation of a centralized and person- 
alized presidency. 

Asad did not content himself with occupying the top spot in a notori- 
ously unstable political environment; he recast that environment, creating a 
strongly centralized system of presidential rule that was consciously mod- 
eled on Gamal ‘Abd al-Nasir’s presidential order in Egypt. This strong pres- 
idential system was a fundamental break with Syria’s previous political 
experience. It gave Asad a platform from which to exercise not only his in- 
creasingly personal control over the levers of power, but also his virtually 
absolute authority over all matters of state. 

Asad installed himself as president and began laying the groundwork for 
his regime within a year of ascending to the top spot in Syrian politics; he 
codified the system in a new constitution in 1973. This constitution (and its 
successors) nominally empowered a legislative assembly and a coalition 
between the ruling Ba‘th and other “progressive parties” in a so-called 
National Progressive Front.'? In reality, though, these entities were not insti- 
tutions in any politically meaningful sense; real power lay with the presi- 
dent, and there were no effective checks on that power.” 

Asad reinforced this highly centralized power structure by establishing 
what became, effectively, a tenured inner circle of his regime, the so-called 
jama‘a (group) or, more pejoratively, shilla (gang).”' This inner circle in- 
cluded a dozen or so senior diplomatic, military, and intelligence officials, 
all handpicked by the president and often with personal histories (and, in 
some cases, family ties) linking them directly to Asad. Together, these offi- 
cials constituted a reliable informal network for executing Asad’s instruc- 
tions and ensuring central control over critical parts of the government.” 
The reliability of inner circle members was ensured not only through care- 
ful selection but also through lavish personal perquisites and lucrative 
opportunities for corruption, either directly or through family members.” 

Throughout Asad’s presidency, the inner circle was clearly subordinate to 
him. The president maintained regular and direct contact with members of 
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this informal network, compartmentalizing information and rarely meeting 
them collectively. One former U.S. ambassador to Syria has described this as 
a “hub and spokes” system, with the president as hub dealing directly and 
individually with the spokes and the spokes rarely dealing with one another. 

During Asad’s tenure, the composition of the inner circle consistently 
reflected the Alawi—rural Sunni alliance that was the cornerstone of his 
regime’s social base. The three most important members of the inner circle 
who survived Hafiz and continued to serve under Bashar—the so-called old 
guard—are all Sunnis from rural or small town backgrounds: Vice President 
‘Abd al-Halim al-Khaddam, Foreign Minister Faruq al-Shar and Defense 
Minister Mustafa Tlas.** 

Beyond developing a strongly supportive and well-regulated inner circle, 
Asad bolstered his control over the levers of power by nurturing an unmis- 
takable cult of personality around himself as Syria’s leader. This did not per- 
haps reach the heights associated with classic European fascism or Stalinism 
in the Soviet Union; it probably was less developed than the personality cult 
surrounding Nasir in Egypt or Saddam Hussein in Iraq. A distinct cult of 
personality was nonetheless a pronounced feature of Asad’s regime through- 
out his tenure as president.” 


Challenges for a Successor 


Although Hafiz al-Asad spent considerable effort grooming his eldest 
surviving son—first Basil and, after Basil’s death, Bashar—to succeed him 
and worked hard to prepare the way for a smooth transition, the regime 
that Hafiz created was bound to be difficult for a successor to master. These 
difficulties, in turn, would place constraints on a successor’s capacity to take 
bold policy initiatives if he were so inclined. 

At least five potential (and interrelated) problems could be anticipated. 
These were the institutional immaturity of the Syrian presidency, the failure 
to develop a succession mechanism that was not completely personalized, 
potential challenges from within the Asad family, the “authority gap” 
inevitably attached to a successor, and a policymaking apparatus structured 
for stasis. 

INSTITUTIONAL IMMATURITY. It isa commonplace observation among 
Syria watchers that Asad’s dominance over the military, the security appara- 
tus, the Ba‘th Party, and the civilian government left Syrian political institu- 
tions—such as the ruling National Progressive Front coalition, the Council 
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of Ministers, and the legislative assembly—enfeebled.”° But this same obser- 
vation can be applied to the Syrian presidency itself. 

The Syrian presidency under Hafiz al-Asad never developed the substan- 
tive capabilities of a modern executive, placing constraints on a successor’s 
capacity to take bold policy initiatives. A former U.S. ambassador to Syria 
has observed that a visit to the president of Syria in the People’s Palace on a 
high hill overlooking Damascus takes on a kind of “Wizard of Oz” quality. 
One comes to the entrance of the palace—the Syrian equivalent of the 
White House or 10 Downing Street (but it is much bigger than either)—and 
takes a two-to-three minute walk along a single long hallway, ascending sev- 
eral levels of steps to arrive at the doorway to the president’s ceremonial 
office. Along the way, one passes a dozen or more offices, arrayed on both 
sides of the hallway. One notices security officers and other attendants posi- 
tioned in or around these offices, but it is impossible to discern that any 
serious policy work is being done in them. No obvious analogues to the 
National Security Council, the Council of Economic Advisers, or the Office 
of Management and Budget are to be seen. The palace seems the seat of a 
president, but not of a true presidency.”” 

Bashar al-Asad himself appears to have come to a fairly acute under- 
standing of these limitations in the power structure and system of gover- 
nance he inherited from his father. In a January 17, 2004, interview, Bashar 
told the author that he does not currently have the capacity, within the pres- 
idency or the larger bureaucratic structure of the ministries and other agen- 
cies, to develop serious reform initiatives in many key policy areas. Until he 
can revamp the administrative structure of the presidency and the govern- 
ment as a whole, whatever he might do in critical arenas like economic 
reform would have, in Bashar’s words, an “improvised quality.” 

PERSONALIZED SUCCESSION. Related to the institutional underdevelop- 
ment of the Syrian presidency during Hafiz al-Asad’s tenure was a second 
potential difficulty—the failure to develop a succession mechanism that was 
not completely personalized. Indeed, in Syria, institutionalization of a selec- 
tion process for succession became impossible following Rifa‘t al-Asad’s 
attempted takeover in 1984. Hafiz al-Asad judged that he could not designate 
as his successor anyone who might potentially pose a threat to his own hold 
on power. Furthermore the designation of a successor could have prompted 
other regime figures with independent power bases in the military to make a 
bid for power rather than remain shut out of any possibility to advance to the 
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highest position of authority in Syria. During the last decade of Hafiz al- 
Asad’s presidency, of course, it became increasingly clear that his aim was to 
pass power to his oldest son—initially, Basil, and then, following Basil’s death 
in 1994, his oldest surviving son, Bashar.** This almost guaranteed that 
Hafiz’s successor would have to legitimate himself, at least initially, as a loyal 
“keeper of the flame” rather than as a bold reformer. 

This imperative would make it hard for a successor to chart a coherent 
policy course that differed significantly from the established way. One of 
Bashar’s advisers on political and policy matters told the author that the 
need to be seen as keeping faith with Hafiz’s legacy is a bigger constraint on 
Bashar’s ability to push reforms than the risk that the old guard will move 
against him directly.” 

FAMILY DYNAMICS. Potential challenges from other members of the 
Asad family placed yet another constraint on an Asad successor, even if that 
successor came from within the family. If ever a successor appeared to be 
flagging in his protection of family interest and the broader stability of the 
regime, other Asad family members could challenge that successor’s legiti- 
macy. After all, the most serious direct challenge to Hafiz al-Asad’s author- 
ity came from his brother when Hafiz was sidelined by a heart attack. Hafiz’s 
clear suppression of Rifa‘t’s challenge effectively closed the question of 
national leadership for the balance of the elder Asad’s presidency; it also 
ended any real possibility of another challenge to his authority from within 
the family. Nevertheless, it was widely assumed in the 1990s that Rifa‘t could 
pose a similarly serious challenge to the succession of one of Hafiz’s sons.*° 
Even though that did not happen, generational succession in family and 
national leadership has reopened the possibility that Bashar might, under 
the right conditions, face challenges from others in the family. 

Bashar, unsurprisingly, has not spoken publicly on Asad family dynam- 
ics. But Western diplomats with direct knowledge of the family have pointed 
out that Bashar’s standing in the family is not guaranteed. Bashar’s older sis- 
ter, Bushra, and her husband Asif Shawkat, the deputy director of Syrian 
Military Intelligence, are, in one former U.S. ambassador’s words, a “power 
couple” in Damascus, with Bushra’s ambitions for her husband and herself 
widely acknowledged in the Syrian capital. Bashar’s younger brother, Mahi, 
is increasingly notorious for his personal greed and complicity in corrup- 
tion, as are the Makhlufs—Bashar’s uncles, aunts, and cousins on his 
mother’s side. Unavoidably, these realities add layers of complexity to 
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Bashar’s calculations about pushing reform initiatives, particularly admin- 
istrative transparency and the breaking up of sectoral monopolies, that 
might impinge on the economic interests of core family members. 

QUESTIONABLE AUTHORITY. Any Asad successor would surely suffer an 
authority gap, perhaps even a “brutality gap,” in comparison with his pre- 
decessor. The presidential system was initially set up to enhance the author- 
ity of Hafiz al-Asad in his role as president. After a certain threshold was 
achieved in its evolution, the system became effectively grounded in uni- 
versalized elite acceptance of President Asad’s prerogatives. Given this his- 
tory, there was no way that a successor—whether he came from within the 
inner circle or from outside, whether from inside or outside the family— 
could take office with anything remotely comparable to Hafiz al-Asad’s per- 
sonal authority and record of decisive brutality. Inevitably, a successor 
would face the challenge of trying to take decisions that might be potentially 
controversial within the inner circle—and perhaps beyond—and to hold 
the system together without the accumulated gravitas of Asad pére. 

An important implication of this is that any Asad successor would almost 
certainly have a less hierarchical relationship with the regime’s inner circle, 
which would also make it difficult for him to chart a new course in domes- 
tic or foreign policy. This authority gap would almost certainly be more 
pronounced for someone from a younger generation than for the incum- 
bent members of the inner circle, without, for example, the kind of genera- 
tional and experiential socialization that historically has helped to legiti- 
mate new presidents in Egypt. In this regard, it is notable that old guard 
officials are frequently described in colloquial Syrian parlance as “the men 
Bashar called ‘uncle-” Hafiz’s departure was also bound to create a situation 
in which remaining members of the inner circle and their acolytes in the 
wider governmental structure would have increased opportunities to con- 
strain presidential initiative. Another of Bashar’s advisers told me that, since 
Hafiz al-Asad’s death, roughly half a dozen members of the Syrian cabinet 
have emerged or been appointed who are genuine representatives of “new 
thinking.” This group’s impact, however, is limited by its substantive encir- 
clement by a much larger number of ministers who are entrenched defend- 
ers of the status quo. 

POLICY stasis. Finally, any successor inclined toward genuine policy 
reform, especially in the economic sphere, would be hampered by the poli- 
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cymaking structure that Hafiz al-Asad set up for most domestic issues and 
the professional socialization of the bureaucrats dealing with those issues. 
As noted earlier, economic and other domestic issues were generally left to 
the Council of Ministers to handle. The chances for serious reform initia- 
tives being produced by or surviving a vetting process within the established 
policy process were therefore poor. While Hafiz al-Asad sometimes ap- 
pointed genuine technocrats to head key ministries (Muhammad ‘Imadi at 
the Ministry of Economy being a good example), they inevitably operated 
within guidelines defined by the Ba‘th Party and in the broader context of a 
cabinet overwhelmingly composed of Ba‘th Party loyalists and ideologically 
safe representatives of the other parties in the National Progressive Front 
and headed by prime ministers generally more interested in balancing the 
interests of various regime constituencies than in formulating coherent pol- 
icy. These factors inevitably limited the technocrats’ impact. 

The tendency toward policy stasis within the Council of Ministers was 
reinforced from below. The ministerial bureaucracies were populated by 
legions of mediocre civil servants, entrenched in their positions over the 
decades of Asad’s tenure. Asad’s limited liberalization measures, while 
incorporating parts of the traditional Sunni merchant class (particularly in 
Damascus) into the regime’s social base, also fostered a significant degree of 
dependence on the state within the private sector. 

Bashar al-Asad appears acutely aware of this dynamic. Although Bashar 
was reluctant to talk about the existence of an old guard early in his presi- 
dency, as time went on he began to analyze some of the systemic barriers to 
change in the Syrian government in terms of an expansive definition of the 
old guard.*' In January 2004, for example, Bashar told the author that it was 
a mistake to think of the old guard as simply two or three older officials 
occupying senior positions at the top of the Syrian power structure. The 
old guard should also be viewed as a much broader network of “mediocre” 
and “fossilized” bureaucrats entrenched in their positions over decades. The 
old guard also extends to a private sector that to a considerable extent is pri- 
vate in name only; important segments of the so-called private sector in 
Syria have long relied on special arrangements with various parts of the 
government for the bulk of their business.” This unhealthy partnership of 
status quo—minded bureaucrats and their preferred allies in the private 
sector, Bashar noted, is a real obstacle to change. 
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The Economic Inheritance 


These five challenges would inevitably test a successor, especially if that suc- 
cessor were Hafiz al-Asad’s son. The elder Asad, however, left Bashar not 
only a hard-to-manage power structure, but also a substantial legacy of 
unfinished business on the domestic scene. This is true with regard to both 
Syria’s economic development and its internal politics and social dynamics. 

During his entire presidency, Asad never moved beyond limited tactical 
adjustments, described earlier, to alter the basic framework of state social- 
ism for the Syrian economy. Fundamentally, the elder Asad was blissfully 
unaware of the economic imperatives captured in Thomas Friedman’s 
image of the “golden handcuffs”—the set of measures (such as currency 
convertibility, reducing barriers to imports, lowering barriers to foreign 
investment, privatizing state enterprises, eliminating state subsidies, and 
fighting corruption) that define the liberalization of formerly closed and 
statist economies in the era of globalization.** Indeed, Asad’s fundamental 
attitude toward globalization was one of ignorance supplemented by vague 
suspicion. His ignorance of basic economics is reflected in a story related by 
a U.S. diplomat who visited Syria in 1990. In their conversation, Asad ad- 
duced recent reports of the high percentage of taxi drivers in Damascus 
with professional degrees in engineering and medicine as evidence of Syria’s 
socioeconomic success.** Asad had little international experience to sensi- 
tize him to the realities of a globalizing economic order. Before becoming 
president, his overseas experience consisted of stays in Egypt and the Soviet 
Union for training and service as a fighter pilot and a summer spent in 
Great Britain largely in seclusion from internecine struggles among the 
leading figures of Syria’s Ba‘th regime following the 1963 coup.” 

The overriding objective of Syrian economic policy during Asad’s presi- 
dency was to avoid the sort of profound socioeconomic crisis that could 
threaten the stability of the regime. Asad believed—probably not incor- 
rectly—that an important proximate cause for the outbreak of the Islamic 
revolt in 1976 had been a precipitous decline in Syria’s economic perform- 
ance and standard of living.** For the remainder of his presidency, Asad was 
determined to avoid a similarly destabilizing downturn in Syria’s economic 
conditions (while also avoiding enriching the Sunni merchant class too 
much). From this perspective, the near-to-medium term costs of serious 
structural adjustment seemed decidedly unattractive. 
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Asad was able to avoid being forced to implement more thoroughgoing 
reforms in Syria’s increasingly outmoded economy in significant measure 
because of exogenous developments that, at critical points, relieved intensi- 
fying pressures for a fundamental rethinking of his regime’s basic economic 
policies.*” Asad was also helped by a kind of indigenous and informal social 
safety net in Syria provided, for the most part, by families and, to a lesser 
extent, by mosques, churches, and other religious institutions. Syria, as even 
a study highly critical of the human rights situation in the country notes, “is 
not plagued with the crushing urban poverty found in many Middle East- 
ern countries; there are virtually no shantytowns around its cities and mal- 
nutrition is rare.”** Somehow the economically stressed are accommodated 
better in Syrian society than elsewhere in the region, which mitigates the 
social and political impact of economic underperformance. 

Cosseted by these developments, Hafiz al-Asad over the course of his 
presidency never seriously engaged with the process or substance of eco- 
nomic policy reform and structural adjustment as prescribed in the so- 
called Washington Consensus. In 1991 Asad accepted a reform of Syria’s 
legal and regulatory environment for foreign investment, codified as Invest- 
ment Law Number 10. This, however, only chipped away at the margins of 
state socialism in Syria.*® Asad also could not turn to the United States for 
technical expertise, as Syria’s designation as a state sponsor of terrorism 
beginning in 1979 meant that the United States was barred by its own law 
from providing economic assistance to Damascus. And, during the last 
decade of Asad’s presidency, Syria never developed other international rela- 
tionships that might have helped it chart a course of serious economic 
reform, despite Asad’s frequent meetings with World Bank president James 
Wolfensohn during the 1990s.”° 

As a result of this record, Hafiz’s successor would face virtually all of the 
policy challenges posed by a largely unreformed socialist economy in a 
post—cold war, increasingly globalized international order. Indeed, it is no 
exaggeration to say that the economy that Bashar inherited from his father 
was stuck in a central-planning time warp.*! The public sector remained 
huge, with grossly inefficient state-owned enterprises employing well over 
half of the workforce and another 23 percent of the labor force working 
directly for the government bureaucracy.” Private sector initiative and 
entrepreneurship continued to be stifled by overweening regulation and 
poor economic conditions. Despite the promulgation of Investment Law 
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Number 10, foreign investment was negligible because of an inhospitable 
bureaucratic environment and corruption.” 

In addition, the economy was dangerously undiversified in its sources of 
income. During the last decade of Hafiz’s presidency, the Syrian economy 
became increasingly dependent on petroleum, which emerged as the lead- 
ing sector in Syria’s export profile in that period. By the end of the 1990s, the 
petroleum sector accounted for 20 percent of Syria’s total gross domestic 
product, two-thirds of its exports, and about half of government revenues. 
Yet, at the time of the transition from Hafiz to Bashar, oil production from 
Syria’s aging fields was in decline, and some analysts anticipated that Syria 
might return to being a net oil importer in just a few years. “* Earnings from 
agriculture, a traditionally important sphere of economic activity and the 
second largest export sector of the Syrian economy after petroleum, fluctu- 
ated considerably based on rainfall and other weather conditions.” 

Moreover, the Syria that Hafiz al-Asad bequeathed to his son was a text- 
book example of the nexus of demographic expansion and poor macroeco- 
nomic performance that characterizes so many states in the Middle East. 
The annual population growth rate in Syria, though slowing, is still one of 
the more rapid rates of population expansion in the world.** Almost half the 
population is under fifteen years of age, creating the classic demographic 
profile of a “youth bulge,” with at least 200,000 new entrants to the labor 
market in Syria each year.” The weak private sector and overstaffed public 
sector are unable to create enough jobs fast enough to absorb the rapidly 
burgeoning labor force and stem rising rates of youth unemployment.* At 
the time of the transition from Hafiz to Bashar, international experts esti- 
mated that Syria would need to reach and maintain roughly three times the 
rate of annual real growth in the economy as it was actually achieving to 
accommodate growth in the labor force and ease unemployment and 
chronic underemployment.” Obviously, such an expansion of economic 
performance could not be achieved without very significant structural 
adjustment. 

Thus, given the economic situation that Bashar al-Asad inherited, his 
ability to put Syria on a more positive economic trajectory might be per- 
haps the greatest policy challenge confronting him. From early in his presi- 
dency, starting with his inaugural address, Bashar himself acknowledged the 
importance of improving Syria’s economic performance.” More recently, in 
January 2004, Bashar described for the author his sense that economic 
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reform is the essential foundation for urgently needed social and political 
reforms in Syria. 

But, given the difficulties that Bashar continues to face in managing the 
power structure he inherited, the task of economic reform and structural 
adjustment in Syria is more politically daunting than in many other devel- 
oping countries. Bashar confronts an overriding challenge in balancing the 
imperatives of economic liberalization in Syria with the imperatives of con- 
solidating and maintaining his power as president. 


Politics and Civil Society 


In the political and social spheres, the most significant long-term domestic 
challenge left over from Hafiz al-Asad’s presidency is the unresolved sectar- 
ian cleavage in Syrian society between the Sunni majority, on the one hand, 
and the ethnic and religious mosaic of various minority communities, on 
the other. This unresolved cleavage is an important challenge to Asad’s suc- 
cessor for a number of reasons, most immediately because of the widely 
perceived minoritarian character of the regime. As was seen earlier, Hafiz al- 
Asad was able to win the backing of other minority communities in Syria 
beyond his Alawi base; he also won at least the passive support of those rural 
Sunnis who benefited from Ba‘thist economic policies, such as land reform 
in the countryside that displaced urban Sunni notables from their tradi- 
tional status as absentee landlords.*! At various points and in various ways 
over the course of his presidency, Asad tried to accommodate the interests 
and sensibilities of urban Sunnis to mitigate their opposition to his regime 
and co-opt key actors in the Sunni community. These efforts, though, never 
succeeded in definitively closing the sectarian split in Syrian society. 

This reality was demonstrated most dramatically in the Muslim Broth- 
erhood’s uprising against the Asad regime in the late 1970s and early 
1980s. The brutal suppression of this uprising in the city of Hama in 1982 
was the defining moment for the domestic standing of Hafiz al-Asad’s pres- 
idency. How a contemporary Syrian feels about Hama reveals much about 
his political orientation; how an outside analyst interprets Hama says much 
about his view of Syrian political culture and of the Asad regime. In the lat- 
ter category, Thomas Friedman’s observations about Hama remain impres- 
sive. He argues that Hama really needs to be interpreted simultaneously in 
three ways: as the struggle of a particular tribe to fend off a mortal challenge 
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from an alien tribe, yes; as the response of a Middle Eastern autocrat who 
does not enjoy full legitimacy among his people to a serious threat to his 
rule, undoubtedly; but also as the reaction of a modernizing politician in a 
relatively new nation-state trying to stave off retrogressive elements aiming 
to undermine the construction of a secular political order.*? While the lat- 
ter two of Friedman’s interpretations say much about the nature of Asad’s 
regime, his “tribal” interpretation captures an inescapable truth about Syr- 
ian society. 

In this regard, the successful suppression of the Muslim Brotherhood’s 
armed challenge to Asad’s regime did not change the basic reality of Syria’s 
sectarian divide. The Brotherhood itself has apparently never recovered 
organizationally from the blow it suffered at Hama.™ But the sectarian 
divide in Syrian society continued. The elder Asad recognized this and kept 
trying even in the years after his confrontation with the Brotherhood at 
Hama to assuage Sunni sensitivities.* Sectarian divisions were reinforced by 
ongoing trends in Syrian society, particularly the intensifying “Islamization” 
of the Sunni majority.*° Moreover, as urbanization has proceeded since 
1982, the balance of urban versus rural Sunnis has shifted in favor of the 
former, creating a social climate potentially even more conducive than that 
of the early 1980s to an Islamist resurgence.” 

The Islamization of Sunni society is not unique to Syria; given Syria’s 
recent history, though, it has special significance there, raising the specter of 
a resurgence of the Muslim Brotherhood and, prospectively, Islamist rule in 
Syria. But there are also reasons to argue that genuine political openness in 
Syria would not automatically mean an assumption of power by the Broth- 
erhood. Civil society activists of a decidedly liberal, non-Islamist persuasion 
suggest that the alternative, regime-sanctioned Islamist movement founded 
and run for many years by Grand Mufti Ahmed Kuftaro has made inroads 
in some parts of Syria that, historically, have been Brotherhood strong- 
holds.** In a more open environment, Sunni politics in Syria might display 
more complexity and nuance than assumptions of reflexive support for the 
Muslim Brotherhood would predict. 

However one might assess the chances for a resurgence of the Muslim 
Brotherhood, the ongoing Islamization of Syria’s Sunnis underlines that 
ameliorating the sectarian divide through some sort of attenuation of sec- 
tarian identity remains the most fundamental social and political challenge 
facing Bashar al-Asad, and is critically important for successful long-term 
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political liberalization in Syria. The most powerful long-term antidotes to a 
prospective Islamist resurgence are likely to be, first of all, economic mod- 
ernization and more effective integration of Syria into the global economy 
and, second, the development of a robust civil society as a foundation for 
political liberalization. The economic challenges that Bashar al-Asad inher- 
ited from his father were considered earlier. With regard to the development 
of civil society in Syria, the legacy of Hafiz al-Asad’s presidency leaves sub- 
stantial unfinished business for his successor. 

The right of the Syrian population to establish civil society organizations 
is enshrined in the Syrian Constitution (Article 39), but this is hardly 
reflected in the reality in Syria under the Asad regime. During Hafiz 
al-Asad’s tenure, a handful of Syrian intellectuals, such as Sadiq al-‘Azm and 
Muhammad ‘Aziz Shukri, managed to establish themselves in the 1980s as 
civil society theorists with some measure of freedom to articulate their 
views publicly and even develop ties outside the region. * The regime, par- 
ticularly in the early 1990s, flirted with a few largely cosmetic liberalization 
measures, and some nascent civil society organizations and activists 
emerged.” But the emergence of truly independent political associations 
was inhibited by the government’s use of long-standing emergency powers 
to crack down on opposition figures. Compared with what the Syrian polity 
needs as a platform for meaningful political liberalization, civil society in 
Syria remains woefully underdeveloped.” Thus, given the domestic situa- 
tion that Bashar al-Asad inherited from his father in 2000, the new presi- 
dent’s evolving posture toward the development of civil society is another 
important litmus test for his administration. 


The Foreign Policy Record 


In his conduct of Syria’s foreign affairs over thirty years, Hafiz al-Asad 
developed a “grand strategy” for his country that still conditions his son’s 
foreign policy choices and options. The elder Asad’s approach to foreign 
policy was a steely mix of ideology and Machiavellian calculation. On the 
one hand, Asad’s formative exposure to Ba‘thist ideology conditioned in 
him a deep attachment to Arab nationalist ideas and narratives.°? Asad 
appears to have seen himself as a latter-day Saladin, leading a sanctified 
Arab struggle against twentieth century Crusaders from Europe, the United 
States, and Israel.® 
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As Asad’s thinking on regional affairs evolved in the years leading up to 
his political ascendancy in 1970, he seems to have abandoned a passion for 
pan-Arabism in favor of a pan-Syrian view. The idea of Greater Syria would 
be an important reference point in his approach to thinking about Syria’s 
posture in the region—his political and strategic aspirations in Lebanon, his 
attitude toward Israel, and his expectations of other Arab states.“ As his 
strategic framework evolved, Asad always retained an acute sense, grounded 
in his Ba‘thist formation, that European colonial treachery had undercut 
the possibility of Arab unity, whether defined in pan-Arab or pan-Syrian 
terms, and that the creation of the state of Israel with U.S. and Western 
backing was a consummate imperialist act. 

At the same time, Asad was widely recognized by adversaries and allies 
alike as a highly intelligent practitioner of power politics who was not likely 
to let ideology or grandiose ambitions get in the way of the effective pursuit 
of his regime’s interests. The intra-Ba‘th power struggle that brought Asad 
to power in 1970 was, in substance, a struggle between the intensely ideo- 
logical approach of radical Ba‘thists seeking to make Syria the spearhead for 
a pan-Arab revolution and war of liberation in Palestine and the more real- 
istic inclinations of those, like Asad, who judged that this kind of messianic 
revisionism had brought about Syria’s defeat in the 1967 Arab-Israeli war. 
Throughout his presidency, in approaching foreign policy decisions, Asad 
always refracted his ideological vision through a balance-of-power prism.” 

Asad was, by all accounts, a genuinely strategic thinker, with a consis- 
tently held set of long-range policy goals growing out of both his Arab 
nationalist worldview and his considered assessment of the regional bal- 
ance of power. Of these goals, the two most important were intertwined, 
forming the core of Asad’s foreign policy agenda: containing what the Syr- 
ian leader saw as Israel’s hegemonic aspirations in the region and fore- 
stalling Syria’s diplomatic isolation. Tactically, Asad was generally very cau- 
tious in the way he managed the various threads of Syrian foreign policy, 
but no one doubted that he had carefully integrated these threads into an 
overall strategy for pursuing his long-range goals.” 

Containing Israel would be the hallmark of Hafiz al-Asad’s foreign pol- 
icy. Throughout his presidency, Asad cultivated an image as the most stal- 
wart Arab leader in his resistance to Israel. But Asad’s resistance was more 
than just the basis for an image likely to be well received on the Syrian and 
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Arab streets. Throughout his public life, Asad appears to have held an 
extremely negative view of Israel, seeing it not only as an imperialist outpost 
but also as a territorially acquisitive neighbor bent on becoming the domi- 
nant power in the region.” If that happened, from Asad’s perspective, it 
would mean the end of any prospect for true Arab self-determination. 
By the time Hafiz al-Asad became leader of Syria, Israel had wrested the 
Golan Heights from Syrian control in the 1967 war, after many years of 
cross-border skirmishes and raids, and Asad had effectively given up on 
whatever youthful aspirations he may have had to reverse the catastrophe of 
1948. He understood that the Jewish state was there to stay; but there was 
still a battle to be fought over the terms on which it stayed.” 

Related to Asad’s perceived imperative to contain Israeli influence in the 
region was an equally strong imperative to avoid diplomatic marginaliza- 
tion. As noted earlier, Asad was chronically concerned that Syria could 
become encircled by pro-Western regimes willing to coexist with Israel. In 
such a scenario, Syria would become isolated and utterly marginal to 
regional diplomacy. The United States and, by extension, Israel would have 
no incentive to address Syria’s legitimate grievances in the Arab-Israeli arena 
or accommodate its other regional interests. 

Asad integrated the threads of his foreign policy into a disciplined ap- 
proach to pursuing his two overriding strategic goals. In this carefully elab- 
orated and sustained strategic approach, Asad created a legacy that was 
bound to be an important point of reference for a successor. It is not an 
exaggeration to argue that, as Asad integrated the various threads of Syria’s 
foreign policy in pursuit of his long-range strategic goals, he was effectively 
drafting a “script” for managing Syria’s diplomacy and national security, 
rooted in his thirty years of experience as a national leader, that he would 
leave for his son. This script reflected not only his sense of the policies that 
were needed to maintain and enhance Syria’s regional and international 
position, but also his notion of the essential foreign policy parameters that 
were necessary for preserving the stability of the regime he had created. 
Analytically, it could be said that the script brought together four major 
components of Asad’s national security strategy and foreign policy: estab- 
lishing and protecting Syria’s position in Lebanon, defining Syria’s posture 
in the Arab-Israeli arena, ensuring Syria’s role in the regional balance, and 
managing Syria’s relationship with the United States. 
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Lebanon 


The consolidation of a dominant Syrian position in Lebanon was the 
first significant foreign policy accomplishment of Hafiz al-Asad’s presi- 
dency; defending that position would be an important part of the foreign 
policy script for his successor. As he consolidated Syrian hegemony in 
Lebanon, the elder Asad came to see the maintenance of that hegemony as 
critical to pursuit of both his core strategic objectives. Denying Israel the use 
of Lebanon as a platform for military operations was, from Asad’s perspec- 
tive, essential to any prospects for containing Israeli influence in the region. 
Similarly, keeping Lebanon closely tied to Syria and depriving it of an inde- 
pendent foreign policy was a vital part of Asad’s defense against diplomatic 
marginalization in the region. 

Asad built Syrian hegemony over Lebanon in a long struggle running for 
a decade and a half, from the mid-1970s until the conclusion of the Tavif 
Accord in 1989.”! This struggle unfolded in three phases. In the first phase, 
during the mid-1970s, the imperative to contain the spread of confession- 
ally driven instability from Lebanon to Syria (at a time when Asad was in the 
early stages of his struggle against the Muslim Brotherhood) led the Syrian 
leader to establish himself as the ultimate arbiter of Lebanese political life. 
In the aftermath of the 1973 Yom Kippur war, Asad worked assiduously to 
displace Cairo as the principal external point of reference for Lebanese 
politicians of various confessional backgrounds.” After the Lebanese civil 
war broke out in 1975, Asad used diplomatic means in an attempt to patch 
together a compromise that would extinguish the conflict, before interven- 
ing militarily in 1976 on behalf of conservative, predominantly Maronite 
forces. Asad won considerable regional and international endorsement for 
this initial intervention.” 

In the second phase, during the late 1970s and early 1980s, Asad had to 
defend Syria’s nascent hegemony against significant challenges from Israel 
and the United States. After the outbreak of the Lebanese civil war, Israel 
had begun to intervene in Lebanon—politically and, in 1978, militarily—to 
quell a mounting security threat from Palestinian paramilitary and terror- 
ist operations originating from southern Lebanon.” In response to an 
emerging alliance between Israel and the Maronite-led Phalange movement, 
Syria shifted its support from Maronite forces toward Lebanese radicals and 
the PLO.” 
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The deepening involvement of Israel in Lebanese affairs eventually 
prompted a showdown between Israel and the United States, on the one 
hand, and Syria, on the other, for strategic dominance in Lebanon. Intensi- 
fying conflict between Phalange forces, now backed by Israel, and Syrian 
troops and proxy militias prompted Israel to invade Lebanon on a more 
massive scale in June 1982, in Operation Peace for Galilee.”* The stated goal 
of the operation was to end the threat of Palestinian attacks against Israel 
from Lebanese territory. But, as part of the strategic rationale for its military 
campaign, Israel, with backing from the United States, also sought to nego- 
tiate a separate peace treaty with a Lebanese government to be headed by 
the Phalangist Bashir Jumayyil, who was elected president by the National 
Assembly in August 1982.” This initiative was to be aided by the introduc- 
tion of a U.S.-led peacekeeping-cum-stabilization force, called the Multi- 
national Force (MNF); the initial purpose of this force was to provide a 
security cover for the evacuation of the PLO from Lebanon. The MNF was 
introduced into Lebanon in August 1982, the same month as Jumayyil’s 
election.” 

Hafiz al-Asad responded decisively to this challenge to Syria’s position in 
Lebanon. Following their 1982 invasion, Israeli forces in Lebanon were sub- 
jected to an increasingly intense paramilitary campaign. Syrian agents assas- 
sinated Bashir Jumayyil in September 1982 before he could take office; his 
brother, Amin, took office as president in his stead (Amin started up peace 
negotiations with Israel in December 1982). Syrian-backed Druze and Shi‘a 
militias engaged in repeated clashes with the MNF, and in April 1983 
Hizballah carried out its first high-profile suicide bombing attack, against 
the U.S. Embassy in Beirut. On May 17, 1983, Amin Jumayyil signed the 
Israeli-Lebanese peace treaty. It was never to be ratified. Five months later, 
on October 23, 1983, the MNF suffered significant casualties in a car bomb- 
ing attack by Hizballah on U.S. Marine and French paratrooper barracks in 
Beirut. U.S. forces responded with naval bombardments and air strikes on 
Syrian positions in the Biga‘a, but Syrian forces were able to down two 
American warplanes in December 1983.” 

Having shown that his forces and Lebanese proxies would do whatever 
was necessary to forestall a strategic defeat in Lebanon, Asad prevailed in his 
test of mettle with Israel and the United States. After further deterioration 
in the security situation—in no small part due to Syrian efforts to make the 
environment maximally uncomfortable for a continuing U.S. presence— 
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the MNF withdrew in February 1984. The next month, President Jumayyil 
abrogated the Israeli-Lebanese peace treaty.*° In June 1985, with U.S. forces 
and the MNF withdrawn, Israel reduced the size of the security zone it had 
set up in 1978 in southern Lebanon with the aim of giving the Israel Defense 
Forces (IDF) a more defensible position. (Israeli forces would stay in this 
smaller security zone until their unilateral withdrawal in May 2000.) 

The abrogation of the Israeli-Lebanese treaty clearly marked Asad’s suc- 
cess in defending Syrian hegemony in Lebanon. In the course of this de- 
fense, Asad also solidified Syria’s role as Lebanon’s ultimate arbiter and 
enforcer.*' In the third phase of his struggle for Lebanon, Asad sought to 
consolidate his gains through establishment of a relatively stable Lebanese 
government that would be closely allied with Syria and by winning legiti- 
mation for a continuing Syrian military presence in Lebanon. For the most 
part, Asad achieved these aims under the terms of the Ta if Accord (for- 
mally, the Charter for Lebanese National Reconciliation), concluded in 1989 
under Saudi and Arab League auspices.*” 

As he consolidated and managed Syria’s hegemony over Lebanon, Asad 
wrote the Lebanese portion of his successor’s foreign policy script, identify- 
ing Syria’s fundamental interests in Lebanon as well as the tactical tools for 
protecting them. Throughout the post-Taif period, Asad defined Syrian 
interests in Lebanon to include defending Syria’s western border against a 
“flanking” attack by Israeli forces, using the south as a platform for pressing 
Israel to negotiate the return of the Golan Heights, maintaining control over 
Lebanese foreign policy and the major currents of Lebanese political life, 
and monitoring Islamic extremists and other sectarian groups operating in 
the country.** (One might also mention, in elaborating Syrian interests, the 
use of Lebanon as an employment venue for Syrian expatriate workers, the 
repatriation of remittances from those expatriate workers, and opportuni- 
ties for corruption on the part of Syrian intelligence and military officers 
posted there.) 

At the same time, Asad developed four principal tools to protect these 
interests, which he would also bequeath to his successor. The first of these 
tools was Syria’s military deployments in Lebanon.* These deployments 
effectively bar Beirut from pursuing an independent policy on security mat- 
ters and foreign affairs, prevent the Lebanese government from extending its 
control over areas of the country deemed vital to Syrian interests (for exam- 
ple, the south), and block reemergence of sectarian conflict.* 
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A second tool for maintaining Syrian hegemony in Lebanon has been 
the deployment of an extensive apparatus of Syrian intelligence officers 
throughout the country. For many years under the command of Syrian mil- 
itary intelligence brigadier general Ghazi Kana‘an, this apparatus—and its 
extension, the Lebanese intelligence and security services—allowed the 
Asad regime to keep tabs on and influence all important aspects and sectors 
of Lebanese political, economic, and social life.** 

Third, Asad leveraged his relationship with Hizballah, the only confes- 
sional militia to retain its arms after Ta if, to maximize the strategic value of 
Syria’s hegemony in Lebanon. In the post-T@if period, Syria’s use of Hizbal- 
lah as a paramilitary proxy even became regulated through “rules of the 
game” negotiated both formally and tacitly with Israel.*” 

Finally, the Asad regime took advantage of characteristics of the Lebanese 
political system that it helped to create at Taif to bolster its dominant role 
as arbiter of Lebanese political life. From early on, Lebanese politicians in 
the post-Ta if period understood that, whatever their particular needs were, 
they could be met only through cooperation with Damascus.* In turn, 
Syria’s role as political arbiter gave Asad a platform for playing factions 
against one another and for managing, at a national level, the balance 
among competing sectarian groups.” Throughout the post-Ta if period, 
Syria has carefully orchestrated Lebanon’s elections to bolster its divide- 
and-conquer strategy for maintaining relative balance among competing 
factions, using techniques including manipulation of electoral districts, can- 
didate lists, and voter rolls and, in some cases, outright falsification of votes 
to ensure its preferred outcomes.” 

By the time of Hafiz’s death, this formula for preserving and leveraging 
Syrian hegemony over Lebanon was showing signs of strain. In 2000 a 
resurgence of anti-Syrian sentiment within the Maronite community pro- 
duced at times anti-Syrian protests and occasional violence.”' The imminent 
return of Rafiq al-Hariri as prime minister would also challenge a new Syr- 
ian leader’s stewardship of Lebanese affairs; Hariri, a Sunni billionaire who 
had originally come to the premiership in 1993 with Saudi backing to over- 
see Lebanon’s post-Ta if economic reconstruction, had a track record of 
pushing the limits of Lebanese autonomy and independence vis-a-vis the 
Syrians. With the Israeli withdrawal from the security zone in south 
Lebanon a month before Asad’s passing, the rationale for Hizballah’s mili- 
tary activities in the south was coming under increasing international 
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scrutiny and criticism.” As chapter 4 shows, adapting to these new Lebanese 
realities was sure to be a challenge for Bashar al-Asad after he assumed the 
presidency. 


The Arab-Israeli Arena 


In the Arab-Israeli arena, Hafiz al-Asad’s most significant bequest to his 
successor was a major evolution in Syria’s posture toward a negotiated set- 
tlement with Israel. From early in his presidency, Asad recognized that, in all 
likelihood, return of the Golan could ultimately be achieved only through 
negotiations.’? But Asad’s views regarding an acceptable strategic frame- 
work and format for peace talks evolved in important ways over the course 
of his tenure. The elder Asad’s evolved positions on these issues would be 
important elements of the foreign policy script he left for his son. 

For the first two decades of his presidency, Asad insisted that the only 
negotiating format in which the Arabs could get an acceptable deal with 
Israel was a multilateral process aimed at a comprehensive agreement, with 
the Arab parties negotiating in close coordination with one another.” Even 
after Egypt had dropped out of the equation by concluding a separate peace 
with Israel, Asad continued to emphasize the importance of a united Arab 
position for peace talks.°° 

For much of the same period, Asad sought to compel Israel to enter into 
this sort of negotiation through the actual or threatened use of military 
force.*° During these years Asad was prepared to initiate military conflict 
with Israel (as he did in 1973), viewing the use of force to seize occupied and 
(if possible) Israeli territory primarily as a means to spark a diplomatic 
process on terms favorable to Syria. Initially, Asad sought to do this in a 
military and political alliance with Egyptian President Anwar al-Sadat. After 
Sadat cut a separate peace with Israel in the 1978 Camp David Accords, 
Asad sought to develop an alternative posture for pressing Israel militarily, 
seeking through most of the 1980s to use his ties to the Soviet Union to 
acquire what Syrian official statements described as “strategic parity” with 
Israel. 

As the 1980s wore on, the unreliability of Soviet military assistance, 
especially after the ascension of Mikhail Gorbachev to the top of the 
Soviet leadership, forced Asad to reevaluate this course.*” Although the 
rhetoric of strategic parity would linger on to the end of the cold war and 
the disappearance of the Soviet state, in fact Asad began to shift Syria’s 
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strategic posture toward a greater emphasis on “asymmetric” modes of 
force—principally, the development of nonconventional military options 
that would provide Damascus with some degree of strategic deterrence 
against Israel and the increased use of terrorist operations by proxy orga- 
nizations as a source of tactical leverage in the Arab-Israeli arena.”* The 
shift toward asymmetric modes of force meant that Asad was effectively 
abandoning the initiation of military conflict with Israel as a way of com- 
pelling peace negotiations on terms favorable to Syria.” 

With the end of the cold war and the disappearance of the Soviet Union 
as a potential strategic or military patron, Asad finally dropped the rhetoric 
of strategic parity and declared that a negotiated peace with Israel had 
become Syria’s preferred “strategic option” and that peace could, under 
appropriate conditions, be negotiated on a bilateral basis between Israel and 
Syria.'®° This was the approach underlying Asad’s participation in the Octo- 
ber 1991 Madrid peace conference, convened at the initiative of George 
H. W. Bush’s administration in the Gulf War’s aftermath to jump-start the 
Arab-Israeli peace process. 

For Asad, “appropriate conditions” for bilateral Israeli-Syrian peace talks 
meant that negotiations had to be conducted on the basis of internationally 
recognized “principles” (that is, the substantive elements of United Nations 
Security Council Resolutions 242 and 338, “land for peace” as codified in 
the terms of reference for the Madrid conference) and mediated by the 
United States.'"' These conditions regarding format would be passed along 
in the foreign policy script for Asad’s successor. 

Once he navigated the turn in favor of a negotiated bilateral settlement 
with Israel, Asad moved to establish firm requirements for an acceptable 
deal. These requirements—which can be distilled to full Israeli withdrawal 
from occupied Syrian territory within the framework of a comprehensive 
settlement—also became important elements in the foreign policy script 
that father would leave to son. Asad’s insistence on full withdrawal and 
comprehensiveness were rooted in his sense of what was necessary to legit- 
imate an agreement among key domestic and regional constituencies and to 
square a settlement with his status as the last avatar of Arab nationalism.'” 
(As the 1990s wore on and Hafiz began to groom first Basil and then Bashar 
to succeed him, the elder Asad assumed that this would be critical to a 
smooth transition and long-term regime stability.)'” 
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Asad’s chief requirement for an Israeli-Syrian peace treaty was an out- 
come that he could plausibly portray as full Israeli withdrawal from the 
Golan Heights. Well before there was a serious prospect for bilateral nego- 
tiations, Asad had identified return of the Golan as the essential foundation 
for Israeli-Syrian peace; official Syrian statements from the Madrid confer- 
ence in October 1991 until the Clinton-Asad summit in April 2000 consis- 
tently indicated that full withdrawal remained Asad’s most important crite- 
rion for an acceptable agreement. Indeed, Syrian statements during these 
years staked out a stark rhetorical position on the withdrawal issue, making 
it difficult for Asad or an immediate successor to retreat. 

But Asad’s insistence on full withdrawal was not simply a declaratory 
posture. Syrian negotiating behavior clearly reflected the centrality of the 
withdrawal issue for the Syrian leader. In this regard, the once highly secret 
but now famous “deposit” by which Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin 
expressed a willingness to withdraw fully from the Golan if Israeli require- 
ments on postwithdrawal security arrangements and normalization of rela- 
tions were met became the key to progress in negotiations. Pursuant to the 
Rabin offer, three “cycles” of Israeli-Syrian negotiations were held in 1994, 
1995, and late 1995 and early 1996 (consisting of three separate rounds at 
the Aspen Institute’s Wye River Conference Center).’ If one examines 
those negotiations carefully, it seems clear that Asad’s degree of confidence 
that Israel was serious about full withdrawal was directly correlated with 
his willingness to let Syrian negotiators deal constructively with issues of 
security and normalization.'°° Even after the Rabin and Peres years, the 
Rabin deposit continued to be Asad’s litmus test of Israeli intentions and 
seriousness about a peace deal as he negotiated with prime ministers 
Binyamin Netanyahu and Ehud Barak. °° 

The failure of the Syrian track during Barak’s tenure seems a genuinely 
tragic case of missed opportunities. Barak came into office in mid-1999 eager 
to do a deal with Syria, giving the Syrian track priority over possible final- 
status talks with the Palestinians; Asad also seemed particularly interested in 
concluding an agreement. But Barak was unwilling to endorse, publicly or 
privately, the Rabin commitment to full withdrawal from the Golan Heights. 
This severely undermined Asad’s confidence, especially during U.S.-mediated 
discussions in Shepherdstown, West Virginia, between an Israeli delegation 
headed by Barak and a Syrian delegation headed by Foreign Minister Faruq 
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al-Shar* in January 2000.'”’ In the aftermath of the Shepherdstown talks, 
President Clinton inaccurately conveyed to Asad Barak’s willingness to meet 
Asad’s requirements on the withdrawal issue; this inaccuracy may have been 
reinforced by a follow-up message to the Syrian leader imprecisely conveyed 
by the Saudi Ambassador to the United States, Prince Bandar bin Sultan.’ 
Ultimately, Barak’s failure to come through on the withdrawal issue in early 
2000—and the failure of the Clinton administration, in the words of a peace 
team member, to “exercise adult supervision” over Barak on the issue—set 
the stage for the failure of the April 2000 Clinton-Asad summit in Geneva.'” 

In addition to full withdrawal, the Syrian leader was unrelenting in his 
insistence that an Israeli-Syrian settlement be comprehensive, with a mini- 
mum of phases and a comparatively short timetable for implementation. 
From the Madrid conference until his death in 2000, Asad consistently 
rejected suggestions for concluding an initial declaration of principles or an 
Oslo-like interim accord as a confidence-building measure in anticipation 
of a final deal.'!? Asad viewed the Oslo approach as highly prejudicial to 
Arab interests; during the 1990s, chronically missed deadlines in the Pales- 
tinian track and the failure of negotiations to engage decisively on final sta- 
tus issues only reinforced his skepticism about incrementalism." 

In the end, of course, Asad did not conclude a peace agreement with 
Israel, the Syrian track having effectively collapsed at the Geneva summit 
meeting with President Clinton in March 2000, just three months before 
Asad’s death.'’ This outcome would have profound implications for the 
foreign policy challenges that would confront his successor. In particular, 
the failure of the Syrian track would significantly complicate Bashar al- 
Asad’s management of Syria’s position in the Arab-Israeli arena. On this 
front, as in Lebanon, shifts in Syria’s strategic circumstances at the end of 
Hafiz’s presidency put significant strain on the established policy formula at 
precisely the moment that a new and untested leader was assuming power. 


The Regional Balance 


Hafiz al-Asad believed that he could not fulfill his requirements for a set- 
tlement with Israel without managing the wider regional balance of power 
and avoiding diplomatic marginalization.'!? Thus the elder Asad’s script 
provided his son and heir with guidelines and parameters for managing 
Syria’s relations with other important regional players, rooted in the father’s 
historical experience. 
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Hafiz’s efforts to avoid marginalization focused on two tracks. First, he 
sought to maintain the support of moderate Arab states for Syria’s position 
vis-a-vis Israel. Second, as a hedge against fundamental deterioration in 
Syria’s strategic position, he cultivated bilateral ties with states in the region 
that were problematic from a U.S. foreign policy perspective. 

Over the course of his presidency, Hafiz al-Asad’s inter-Arab diplomacy 
evolved in its tactical orientation, but not in its foundational strategic logic. 
During the 1980s the Syrian leader was highly motivated to keep other Arab 
parties from negotiating separate peace treaties with Israel, focusing on 
Lebanon, Jordan, and the Palestinians. As this proved an increasingly 
quixotic undertaking, at least with regard to Jordan and the PLO under 
Arafat, Asad shifted to a different approach in the 1990s, trying to manipu- 
late the regional balance to ensure that his requirements regarding an 
acceptable Israeli-Syrian peace agreement were supported by other Arab 
states.'!* 

In this context, Asad paid special attention to his ties with Egypt’s presi- 
dent, Hosni Mubarak.''’ In the early 1980s Asad had vigorously tried to 
enforce Egypt’s ostracism from the Arab fold.''® However, as the quality and 
quantity of Soviet patronage began to decline after Gorbachev’s accession as 
Soviet leader in 1985, Asad realized he would need Egypt as a mainstay in 
the regional balance. The passage of an Arab League resolution in 1987 
allowing member states to restore diplomatic relations with Cairo coincided 
roughly with the beginning of Asad’s embrace of a negotiated peace with 
Israel as Syria’s “strategic option.” Calculating that Egyptian support would 
strengthen his position, Asad sought Mubarak’s endorsement of his require- 
ments for an acceptable deal in return for his acceptance of Egypt’s return 
to an inevitably dominant position in the inter-Arab arena. This bargain 
has been the foundation for Egyptian-Syrian relations since Asad restored 
diplomatic relations with Cairo in 1989. 

At the beginning of the 1990s, Asad also moved to shore up his relations 
with the Gulf Arab states and, above all, with Saudi Arabia. Asad had been 
able to win significant financial assistance from Saudi Arabia and other Gulf 
states in the 1970s, but Syria’s support for Iran during the Islamic Republic’s 
war with Iraq had led to the diminishment and then termination of Saudi 
Arabian support. When assistance from Saudi Arabia and other Gulf states 
pledged to Syria as a frontline state in the Arab-Israeli conflict expired in 
1988, it was not renewed."!’ In that context, as Alasdair Drysdale has pointed 
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out, Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990 “could not have come at a better time 
from Syria’s point of view, since it provided the Asad regime with a perfect 
opportunity to maneuver its way back to the center of things, cement its 
relationship with Egypt, ingratiate itself with Saudi Arabia and the Gulf 
shaykhdoms, and demonstrate its importance both within the region and to 
the West.”!'® The Gulf War not only restored (at least for a few years) the 
flow of financial assistance from Saudi Arabia to Syria, but it also restored 
some measure of Saudi-Syrian strategic cooperation.'”” 

The revitalization of Syria’s alliances with Egypt and Saudi Arabia was an 
important aspect of Hafiz al-Asad’s diplomacy during the last decade of his 
presidency and an important element of the foreign policy script be- 
queathed to Bashar. With the demise of the Soviet Union completed by 
1991, Islamic extremism again on the rise in the region, and Syria engaged 
in an unprecedented process of bilateral negotiations with Israel, Asad 
needed the support of the two leading moderate Arab states. In particular, 
Asad wanted a better relationship with the United States, from his perspec- 
tive the only effective restraint on Israeli expansionism and the indispens- 
able intermediary for an acceptable peace agreement. Egypt and, to a lesser 
degree, Saudi Arabia could help Asad “make the case” for Syria in Washing- 
ton. Thus, maintaining their support was essential to Asad’s strategy for 
containing Israel and forestalling diplomatic marginalization. 

In addition to cultivating ties with moderate Arab states, Asad sought to 
bolster his regional position by leveraging bilateral relationships with “prob- 
lem” states. The goal of such relationships was to increase the prospective 
costs to the United States, Israel, and other regional actors of ignoring or 
threatening Syria’s interests. 

Asad’s relationship with the Islamic Republic of Iran, started in the early 
days of the Iran-Iraq war, clearly fit this logic.’”° In any prospective con- 
frontation with Israel, cooperation with Tehran gave Asad at least poten- 
tially greater strategic depth.’*! Cooperation with Iran—albeit sometimes 
strained by diverging interests—was also a significant factor in Asad’s strat- 
egy for consolidating Syria’s hegemonic position in Lebanon during the 
1980s.'*? As time went on, Hizballah’s anti-Israeli operations in Lebanon 
served as a focus for further development of Iranian-Syrian relations, par- 
ticularly after the conclusion of the Ta if Accord in 1989.'” 

In addition to deepening his ties to Iran during the 1990s, Asad in the lat- 
ter half of the decade sought progressive relaxation of tensions with Sad- 


HAFIZ’S LEGACY, BASHAR’S INHERITANCE 51 


dam’s Iraq. For almost three decades, Syria and Iraq had been at odds, 
divided by Ba‘thist ideological disputes dating back to the 1960s, by Syria’s 
support for Iran during the Iran-Iraq war and its participation in the Gulf 
War coalition, and by the mutual distrust and antagonism that had grown 
up between Hafiz al-Asad and Saddam Hussein.'* With the UN imposition 
of economic sanctions on Iraq after the Gulf War, Saddam had come to see 
the value of improving economic and diplomatic relations with Syria, but 
Asad remained skeptical. After the announcement of the Israeli-Turkish 
alliance and the election of Israeli prime minister Netanyahu in 1996, how- 
ever, Asad began to shift Syria’s posture toward Iraq, allowing for a resur- 
gence of Syrian-Iraqi trade and, by the end of the decade, undertaking 
preparations for reopening an oil pipeline between the Kirkuk oil fields in 
northern Iraq and the Syrian port of Banyas.'” Additionally, rumors peri- 
odically cropped up in the regional press in 1998 and 1999 about the possi- 
bility of a diplomatic and strategic entente between the two countries.'*° 

By pursuing better ties with Saddam’s regime alongside Syria’s estab- 
lished ties to Iran, Asad clearly signaled the Clinton administration that he 
could undercut both legs of the administration’s “dual containment” policy. 
More broadly, Asad’s relationships with Iran and Saddam’s Iraq also pro- 
vided a kind of strategic insurance against a complete collapse of the Syrian 
track of the Middle East peace process or of Syria’s relationship with the 
United States.'”” (At the most extreme end of strategic possibilities, Asad’s 
posture raised the prospect of a “bad boys” alliance consisting of Saddam’s 
Iraq, the Islamic Republic of Iran, and Syria.) Keeping up this kind of strate- 
gic insurance would be a signal point in the foreign policy script Bashar 
received from his father. 

At the time of the succession, though, the value of such strategic insur- 
ance was becoming subject to question. After September 11, 2001, the 
potential benefits for Syria of relationships with members of the “axis of 
evil” would grow even more dubious. Thus, Bashar al-Asad, from fairly early 
in his presidency, would have to find new ways to manage Syria’s regional 
position, adding another level of challenge to what would prove a problem- 
atic foreign policy agenda. 


Relations with Washington 


Throughout his presidency, Hafiz al-Asad understood that success in 
achieving his two fundamental strategic objectives was inextricably bound 
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up with his relationship with the United States. Both during and after the 
cold war, Asad’s posture toward Washington swayed between cooperation 
and confrontation in accordance with his perception of broader regional 
developments. In the last decade of his presidency, though, the attraction of 
a strategic realignment toward the United States increased in importance as 
a driving consideration in his foreign policy calculations. As a consequence, 
the centrality of Syria’s relationship with Washington would be an impor- 
tant feature of the foreign policy script left to Bashar. 

During the cold war, the elder Asad adroitly exploited his evolving rela- 
tionship with the Soviet Union to further his strategic aims while flirting 
with the United States when that served his interests. Asad knew that Mos- 
cow was eager to recruit Syria as a major regional ally in the zero-sum com- 
petition with the United States for influence in the Arab world and the Mid- 
dle East more generally.’ Asad calculatingly used this Soviet interest to 
leverage military support from Moscow while periodically signaling to 
Washington his willingness to turn westward in his own strategic orienta- 
tion. The Syrian leader’s balancing act was intended to ensure that he could 
maintain a position of strength vis-a-vis his regional adversaries, through 
either force of arms or diplomatic cover by one of the superpowers. This 
approach guided Asad in his dealings with the Nixon, Ford, Carter, and Rea- 
gan administrations. 

Asad’s basic approach to the superpowers emerged during the Nixon 
administration in the diplomacy surrounding the October 1973 war. Senior 
U.S. diplomats came to Syria for the first time in Asad’s tenure in the imme- 
diate aftermath of the war. Although Soviet weaponry and technical support 
had enabled him to launch a surprise attack on Israel, the Syrian leader rec- 
ognized that his ally could not influence his enemy in postwar negotiations; 
as a result, Asad accepted U.S. mediation of the postwar disengagement 
agreement. During Secretary of State Henry Kissinger’s shuttle diplomacy, 
Asad made clear that he sought to improve relations with the United States 
despite the ongoing conflict with Israel.'”” Asad’s discussions with Kissinger 
helped to pave the way for the conclusion of a separation of forces agree- 
ment between Israel and Syria in May 1974 and a visit by President Nixon 
to Damascus in 1974.'°° The Nixon visit marked a new high in U.S.-Syrian 
relations in the 1970s, as U.S. aid to Syria resumed and Syria gained greater 
room to maneuver between the two superpowers. 
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U.S.-Syrian relations continued to improve after President Gerald R. 
Ford replaced Nixon; several major agreements for the provision of U.S. 
assistance to Syria’s economy and its agricultural and educational sectors 
were signed in 1975. Syria’s new channel with the United States paid off for 
Asad in important ways in 1976, providing the Syrian leader critical diplo- 
matic cover for his initial intervention in the Lebanese civil war. Asad feared 
the conflict in Lebanon was following the pattern of the 1970 Jordan crisis, 
when Syria had been drawn into battle in defense of Palestinian guerrillas 
fighting the Jordanian state, only to be hit by Jordanian forces and threat- 
ened by Israel, with the United States backing both. As noted earlier, pow- 
erful strategic considerations compelled Syrian intervention in the Lebanese 
civil war, but intervention risked provoking an unwanted confrontation 
with Israel. The United States shared this concern and initially urged both 
sides to hold back, while encouraging Syrian diplomatic efforts to forge a 
compromise among warring Lebanese factions. When those efforts failed, 
Asad was able to persuade the Ford administration to act as a go-between 
with Israel and arbitrate the first red-line agreement, effectively providing 
U.S. and Israeli authorization for Syria’s intervention in Lebanon on behalf 
of the beleaguered Maronites as long as Syrian forces did not enter the 
southernmost part of the country.’*! 

This episode also demonstrated Asad’s ability to play Syria’s military rela- 
tionship with the Soviet Union against his burgeoning diplomatic dealings 
with Washington. Syria’s intervention rankled Moscow, which supported 
the leftist forces in Lebanon, and caused delays in Soviet arms shipments to 
Damascus. But Asad was able to maintain the U.S. cover he had obtained for 
his Lebanese intervention while coaxing the Soviets back to his side.'** 
Moscow had no choice but to resume arms shipments if it wanted to retain 
any influence on Syrian foreign policy. 

After Jimmy Carter was inaugurated in 1977, Asad welcomed the new 
administration’s recognition of the need for a Palestinian “homeland” and 
believed that this was a sign of further convergence of U.S. and Syrian inter- 
ests.!°? But while the Carter administration remained at least rhetorically 
supportive of the Syrian role in Lebanon, the U.S.-Syrian relationship began 
to decline during the late 1970s, most significantly because of the U.S. role 
in brokering the 1978 Camp David Accords. As was noted, Camp David was 
a major blow to Asad’s aspirations for a united Arab front against Israel. 
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The Syrian leader viewed Egypt’s peace treaty with Israel as a betrayal of 
pan-Arab interests, and his confidence in U.S. diplomatic initiatives was 
weakened by President Carter’s role in midwifing the agreement.'*4 Devel- 
opments in Lebanon also undermined Asad’s confidence in U.S. intentions, 
beginning with Israel’s March 1978 invasion of southern Lebanon, at a time 
when his regime was also coping with the Muslim Brotherhood revolt and 
restive Lebanese Christian militias spoiling for a fight against Syrian occu- 
pation forces. Asad felt surrounded and read into the multiple challenges a 
USS. plot, publicly accusing Washington in 1979 of fomenting domestic 


strife in Syria.’ 


To signal his displeasure, as well as boost Syrian military 
capabilities in a quest for strategic parity with Israel, Asad signed a Treaty of 
Friendship and Cooperation with the Soviet Union in 1980.'°° 

Asad’s return to the Soviet fold coincided roughly with the election of 
President Ronald Reagan, in whose administration regional conflicts such 
as that in Lebanon and the Levant more broadly were viewed primarily as 
an arena for cold war competition. On coming to office, the Reagan admin- 
istration reoriented U.S. policy toward Lebanon, adopting a position that 
all foreign forces, including Syrian troops, should be removed from 
Lebanon.'*” Only when Israel downed two Syrian helicopters and Syria 
responded by moving surface-to-air missile batteries into the Biqa‘a in May 
1981 did Reagan reengage diplomatically with Damascus.’ From 1981 to 
1983, Philip Habib, Reagan’s special envoy to the Middle East, played a cen- 
tral role in U.S. diplomatic maneuvering with Syria, attempting throughout 
to contain the chaos that was unfolding on the ground in Lebanon. Habib’s 
initial assignment was to cobble together a new red-line agreement. But 
Asad’s perceptions of U.S. intentions darkened with the apparent green light 
the Reagan administration gave to Israel for its invasion of Lebanon in 1982. 
Habib was dispatched again to separate Israeli and Syrian forces, but by the 
time of the envoy’s arrival in the region, the Israel Defense Forces had 
already mounted an offensive against Syrian positions in Lebanon. Syrian 
forces took a beating, and America’s inability or unwillingness to compel 
Israeli compliance with numerous cease-fires exhausted U.S. credibility in 
Asad’s eyes. U.S. diplomacy brokered the departure of the PLO from Beirut 
in 1982 but then failed to prevent the massacre of Palestinian civilians in the 
Sabra and Shatila refugee camps in southern Lebanon after Washington had 
pledged to guarantee their safety.'*° 
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As noted earlier, the Reagan administration’s decision to push forward 
with an effort to reconstitute a Maronite-dominated Lebanese state by force 
and broker a separate peace treaty between Israel and Lebanon was viewed 
by Hafiz al-Asad as a serious threat to Syrian interests. After winning a stra- 
tegic victory by forcing the United States to recognize Syrian prerogatives in 
Lebanon, Asad continued to view Washington with suspicion through the 
remainder of Reagan’s tenure in office. U.S. contacts with Damascus were 
limited for the most part to terrorism issues. In response to U.S. entreaties, 
Syria ejected the Abu Nidal organization from its territory when Washing- 
ton presented evidence of the group’s involvement in airplane hijackings.'"° 
But Reagan’s retaliatory air strike against Libya in 1985 and the interna- 
tional fallout from the Hindawi affair raised Asad’s concern that the United 
States was preparing for a similar strike against Syria, resulting in reduced 
diplomatic contacts and a tense period of mutual wariness. 

With the decline and collapse of the Soviet Union at the end of the 1980s, 
however, Asad recognized that he needed to effect a fundamental strategic 
realignment toward the United States.'*! Asad’s reappraisal coincided 
roughly with the presidency of George H. W. Bush. Compared with his 
predecessors, the first president Bush was uniquely receptive to the poten- 
tial benefits of engaging Syria.'** And, soon after Bush’s inauguration, Asad’s 
suspicions of U.S. intentions toward Syria’s position in Lebanon were 
assuaged somewhat by U.S. acquiescence in the conclusion of the Taif 
Accord in 1989.'* Thus, the advent of the first Bush administration made it 
easier for Asad to contemplate a strategic realignment toward the United 
States. 

Asad’s first positive step in the process of realignment was his participa- 
tion in the U.S.-led Gulf War coalition in 1990-91. Damascus was swift to 
react when Iraqi forces overran Kuwait in August 1990 and responded with 
relative alacrity to U.S. overtures in the fall of that year to join the emerging 
international coalition to liberate Kuwait.“ In return for a Syrian military 
deployment that contributed Arab legitimation to the operation, Asad 
attained a new high in his relations with Washington, in addition to reaping 
an economic windfall from Gulf states. 

Asad’s second step toward realignment was his decision to join in a 
renewed, U.S.-sponsored effort at Arab-Israeli peacemaking. Secure in his 
mastery over Lebanon and having established a new level of cooperation 
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with the United States, Asad was positioned by 1991 to embark on a diplo- 
matic process meant to return the Golan to Syrian control and establish a 
final peace with Israel. Syria was the first Arab nation to respond positively 
to the first president Bush’s invitation to the Madrid peace conference. For 
the last decade of Asad’s presidency, the post-Madrid Syrian track of the 
Middle East peace process was his chief venue for seeking a better relation- 
ship with Washington. For Asad, concluding a peace agreement would be 
the vehicle not only for addressing Syria’s strategic concerns about Israel’s 
regional influence, but also for arriving at a new strategic understanding 
with Washington and for resolving outstanding bilateral differences (on ter- 
rorism and weapons of mass destruction, for example). Bilateral Israeli- 
Syrian talks did not progress very far during the balance of the first Bush 
administration, but the Syrian track prompted extensive and high-level 
U.S.-Syrian interaction during both terms of the Clinton administration, 
particularly after Rabin indicated his contingent willingness to consider 
complete Israeli withdrawal from the Golan Heights.'*° 

In the end, of course, the Syrian track failed to pay off as Asad had antic- 
ipated, an outcome that would have profound implications not just for 
Syria’s standing in the Arab-Israeli arena but for its relationship with the 
United States as well. The collapse of the Syrian track effectively left 
Damascus and Washington with no alternative avenue for constructive 
engagement just two months before the transition in Syria’s political lead- 
ership.'“° This component of Syrian foreign policy would thus become a 
major challenge for Bashar al-Asad. 


CHAPTER THREE 


Bashar and the Possibilities 
of Domestic Reform 


RANGE OF COMPETING images of Bashar as a national leader is at 
play in current analytic discussions about Syria. The three principal 
images, described in chapter 1, are of Bashar as closet reformer, 
loyal son, and neophyte. Each of these images offers a relatively simple and 
straightforward explanation for policy outcomes during his tenure, and 
each carries its own implications regarding the most appropriate U.S. pol- 
icy toward Syria. But, while each image captures some portion of the “truth” 
about Bashar, none in itself provides a wholly adequate framework for 
understanding Syrian politics and policymaking under his leadership. To 
develop an analytic base that is truly “actionable” for those formulating U.S. 
policy toward Syria, it is necessary to take elements from each of these 
images and assemble them into a more complicated and nuanced account 
of Bashar’s leadership and the realities of Syrian politics today. 
Constructing such a framework requires, above all, a careful examination 
of Bashar’s record in the presidency and his handling of key policy issues. 
With this in mind, this chapter concentrates on Bashar’s approach to inter- 
nal issues. It opens by looking at Bashar’s background and preparation for 
the presidency, his views about the domestic economic and political chal- 
lenges confronting Syria, and the steps he has taken to consolidate his posi- 
tion since succeeding his father. Against that backdrop, Bashar’s handling of 
domestic issues is reviewed, with particular reference to questions of eco- 
nomic reform and fostering a more robust civil society in Syria. 


57 


58 BASHAR AND THE POSSIBILITIES OF DOMESTIC REFORM 


=r ry 


~ — 


. Ms _ [es 
The Asad family: Anisa and Hafiz al-Asad flanked by their children, from the left, Majid, 
Bashar, Basil, Mahir, and Bushra. (© Corbis Sygma) 
The Making of a President 


Bashar’s background and the process by which he came to the presidency 
provide essential information for understanding him as a national leader. A 
review of Bashar’s personal and political formation suggests that he is capa- 
ble of thinking about political and policy issues in a different way from his 
father, but is reluctant to put himself fundamentally at odds with his father’s 
legacy or regime figures closely associated with that legacy. Such a review 
also suggests that Bashar is genuinely inclined toward reform in his 
approach to governance, but did not come to power with a well-elaborated 
vision for change. 

Bashar al-Asad was born in Damascus on September 11, 1965, the third 
surviving child of Hafiz and Anisa al-Asad and their second son.' Bashar 
grew up with an older sister, Bushra (five years older), and an older brother, 
Basil (three years older). They would be joined over the years by two other 
brothers, Mahir and Majid.’ Syrians who know the family typically describe 
Bushra as bright, outgoing, and extremely ambitious and Basil as having 
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been dashing and domineering; Bashar, in comparison, seems to have been 
the polite and slightly ungainly middle child, carving out an identity among 
his siblings largely by excelling academically. 

Bashar was educated in a manner characteristic of children of the Syrian 
elite during the early years of the Asad regime. He attended the Fraternity 
School, a well-known institution in Damascus serving the children of the 
Syrian elite.* Syrians who attended school with Bashar and his siblings re- 
member him as the most academically inclined of the Asad boys, quieter 
and more bookish than either Basil or Mahir.‘ 

In looking at Bashar’s decisions about his own academic career and pro- 
fessional aspirations, it is important to keep in mind that he was not his 
father’s first choice as the next Asad to hold Syria’s presidency. Hafiz al-Asad 
initially chose his oldest surviving son, Basil, for grooming as a successor, 
apparently in the early 1990s.° The elder Asad made this selection on the 
basis both of primogeniture and an assessment of the relative suitability of 
his sons’ personalities to the demands of ruling Syria. Basil’s anointing left 
Bashar more or less free to determine his own path in life. In contrast to his 
brothers, Basil and Mahir, who pursued careers in the Syrian military, 
Bashar chose to study medicine, matriculating at Damascus University’s 
medical school in 1982. 

Bashar’s decision is interesting both in terms of what it may indicate 
about his relationship to his father and what it suggests about Asad family 
dynamics more broadly. As a young man, Hafiz al-Asad originally wished to 
study medicine but had to give up this ambition because of a lack of family 
resources.° Bashar’s decision to pursue a medical career undoubtedly won 
him a unique sort of paternal approval. More broadly, as a senior Israeli 
intelligence official pointed out to the author, Bashar’s choice of a medical 
career reflects a traditional pattern of occupational choice within Semitic 
families, whether Arab or Jewish: the eldest son prepares to take over the 
family business (even if that business is ruling a country), the second son 
enters a learned profession (that is, medicine or law), the third son gets a 
secure government job (as with Mahir’s military career), and the fourth son 
may turn out as something of a ne’er-do-well (Majid has for years been 
rumored to suffer from a mix of substance abuse problems and mental ill- 
ness and may have received treatment for these problems in Germany). 

Once Bashar chose to study medicine, the pattern of his university edu- 
cation and medical training was also characteristic of his generation of the 
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children of Syria’s elite. He initially studied at Damascus University, receiv- 
ing his medical degree there in 1988. In contrast to elite offspring from 
other Arab countries, who commonly begin their university studies outside 
the region or, in some cases, at the American University of Cairo, children 
from the top stratum of Syrian society have usually done an initial round of 
university training in Syria, perhaps supplementing that with a period of 
postgraduate study in Europe or the United States.’ Bashar’s educational 
career followed this pattern: after graduating from medical school at 
Damascus University and fulfilling his military service obligation by work- 
ing as an army doctor, Bashar went to the United Kingdom in 1992 to begin 
postgraduate training in ophthalmology—the equivalent of a residency 
program in the United States—at Western Eye Hospital, part of the 
St. Mary’s group of teaching hospitals in London.® 

This pattern is noteworthy not least because it delimited Bashar’s expo- 
sure to the West, both chronologically and substantively, with potentially 
important implications for his future perspective as a national leader. Not 
only is Bashar from a younger generation than the members of Hafiz al- 
Asad’s inner circle, but he has had more direct experience in the West than 
most of them.’ Bashar’s time in London may have encouraged his sense that 
Syria needed to change in significant ways. Yet in the relatively short time he 
was there, he focused primarily on his medical studies and not on the polit- 
ical and economic issues that might have enabled him to develop a fully 
fledged reform agenda.'? One might reasonably hypothesize from this that 
Bashar’s reformist impulses are probably somewhat attenuated and that he 
will need a high degree of substantive support to translate them into con- 
crete policies. 


Preparing for the Presidency 


Bashar’s medical education and exposure to the West were abruptly 
interrupted, and the course of his life radically altered, by the death of his 
brother Basil in an automobile accident at Damascus International Airport 
in January 1994.'' After returning to Damascus for his brother’s funeral, 
Bashar was promptly put in Basil’s place to be groomed for the succession. 
Bashar was never formally designated as Hafiz al-Asad’s successor; as we 
will see, the elder Asad died just before steps of this nature might have been 
taken. Nevertheless, over what turned out to be a six-and-a-half-year 
period, the father worked systematically to prepare the son for power." 
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The process of preparing Bashar for the presidency moved forward on 
three levels. First, the elder Asad sought to build up Bashar’s support within 
the military and security apparatus. Second, he sought to build up Bashar’s 
standing with the Syrian public. Finally, Hafiz al-Asad worked to familiar- 
ize his son with the substantive dimensions of his future role. 

Bolstering Bashar’s standing within the military and intelligence appara- 
tus was a critical aspect of the grooming process, since it would be impossi- 
ble for him to accede to the presidency and hold onto the position without 
at least acceptance and passive support from the armed forces and the secu- 
rity services. It was also an aspect that required special attention. Both Basil 
and his younger brother Mahir were seen (at least in the public eye and, pre- 
sumably, within military ranks as well) as men with genuine inclination 
toward and competence regarding military matters. In contrast, the new heir 
apparent was comparatively unexposed to this important lever of power. 

Part of the effort to build up Bashar’s standing with the military focused 
on developing his meager military credentials; after all, he had left the army 
as a doctor two years before Basil’s death at the relatively junior rank of cap- 
tain. Shortly after returning to Syria, Bashar was put through the army’s 
course for commanders of tank battalions. He was placed in command of 
such a unit in November 1994 and was promoted to major in January 1995, 
a year after Basil’s death."* In 1996 Bashar enrolled in the command and 
general staff course at the Higher Military Academy, from which he gradu- 
ated with honors (some accounts claim he was first in his class) in July 
1997.'* Upon graduation, Bashar was promoted to lieutenant colonel and 
put in command of the same elite Republican Guard brigade that Basil had 
commanded. At the beginning of 1999 Bashar was promoted again, to the 
rank of staff colonel. 

Moves to bolster Bashar’s personal military credentials were supple- 
mented by regular manifestations of support by the highest-ranking mili- 
tary officers within the elder Asad’s inner circle. Within months of his 
return to Syria, Bashar was appearing at military ceremonies and events 
with Defense Minister Mustafa Tlas; as early as the November 1994 cere- 
mony for Bashar’s installation as a tank battalion commander, Tlas began 
expressing his positive regard for Bashar as a potential successor to Hafiz al- 
Asad. As Bashar’s military training proceeded, it became publicly known 
that the deputy chief of staff, Lieutenant General ‘Ali Aslan, was also sup- 
portive of Bashar’s accession to the presidency. In June 1998 it was reported 
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that Bashar, then a lieutenant colonel, presided over a major military exer- 
cise alongside Tlas and Aslan."° It is difficult to gauge the impact of such 
measures on attitudes about Bashar’s fitness to lead Syria’s armed forces 
among either more rank-and-file members of the officer corps or the pub- 
lic at large. Nevertheless, these measures were signals of Bashar’s rise as a 
potential successor. 

To manage whatever doubts about Bashar’s suitability to lead that would 
still be felt within the armed forces at the time of the succession, Hafiz al- 
Asad also sought to pave the way for his son by shaping leaderships for key 
military elements that were less likely to question Bashar’s credentials and, 
therefore, more likely to support his accession to the presidency when suc- 
cession occurred. Initially, the focus was on units traditionally considered 
essential for regime protection. In 1994 President Asad replaced the long- 
time chief of the special forces, Major General ‘Ali Haydar, after Haydar ex- 
pressed opposition to a hereditary succession.'” The following year, the pres- 
ident accepted the resignation of Republican Guard commander Major 
General ‘Adnan Makhluf, a nephew of the elder Asad’s wife, after Makhluf 
had a falling out with Bashar.'* 

Over time, the effort to forge a military leadership that would support 
Bashar when the time came extended to the highest echelons of the security 
apparatus. In February 1998 Hafiz al-Asad dismissed his brother Rifa‘t from 
the office of second vice president (for national security affairs).'? Later the 
same year, President Asad allowed the retirement of his long-time ally 
and long-serving armed forces chief of staff, Lieutenant General Hikmat 
Shihabi, replacing him with ‘Ali Aslan. While a number of factors may have 
contributed to Shihabi’s retirement, including poor health, knowledgeable 
Syrians and some foreign observers believed that an overriding reason was 
his lack of enthusiasm about Bashar as a successor.”® Similarly, Asad ac- 
cepted the retirements or otherwise removed a number of long-serving sen- 
ior officers in the army’s higher echelons (that is, division commanders), 
replacing them with younger officers with connections to the heir apparent 
or, at least, a sense that their rise was attributable to Bashar’s pending acces- 
sion to the presidency.” 

A comparable evolution took place in the leadership of Syria’s intelli- 
gence and security agencies. The longtime head of the General Intelligence 
Directorate (GID), Major General Bashir Najjar, was replaced by Major 
General ‘Ali Khuri (an Isma‘ili) in July 1998; Najjar was subsequently 
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imprisoned on corruption charges.” More significantly, two younger offi- 
cers considered close to Bashar, Brigadier General Bahjat Sulayman and 
Brigadier General Ayyad Mahmud, were placed in charge of the directorate’s 
internal and external branches, respectively.** From these positions Sulay- 
man and Mahmud became increasingly influential within the General Intel- 
ligence Directorate, eclipsing their nominal superior, the long-entrenched 
deputy director, Major General Muhammad Nassif. 

Bashar’s brother-in-law, Bushra’s husband Asif Shawkat, was installed at 
Syrian Military Intelligence in the late 1990s, rising quickly to the rank of 
major general and becoming, effectively, the agency’s second-in- 
command.™ In February 2000 the long-standing chief of military intelli- 
gence, Major General ‘Ali Duba, was eased out and replaced with Major 
General Hassan Khalil, who was considered more likely than Duba to coor- 
dinate his decisions with Shawkat and less likely than Duba to challenge 
Bashar on matters of position or policy.” 

The elder Asad also sought to build up Bashar’s standing with the Syrian 
public. To some degree, the father sought to do this by linking, in the pub- 
lic eye, the recently departed Basil with the newly prominent Bashar. For a 
year after Basil’s death, the regime blanketed Syria with representations of 
the deceased son bordering on the hagiographic. In January 1995, however, 
after a year of mourning, the regime began covering public spaces through- 
out the country with posters highlighting the new trinity of Hafiz, Basil, 
and Bashar—usually described in captions as “our leader, our ideal, and our 
hope” (q@idna, mithalna, amalna), respectively. 

But Hafiz also worked to construct Bashar’s image in a manner strik- 
ingly—perhaps necessarily—different from the way in which Basil’s public 
image had been crafted. In contrast to the public relations campaign mounted 
for Basil in the early 1990s, which emphasized Basil’s more charismatic qual- 
ities as the “golden knight” of Syria’s future (for example, his military prowess 
and his accomplishments as a competitive equestrian), the presidency worked 
to foster public perceptions of Bashar as someone devoted to the popular 
interest. 

Most notably, Bashar was made the public face for a carefully orchestrated 
anticorruption initiative in the mid- and late 1990s.*° This initiative was 
highly selective, never coming near the dozen or so most important mem- 
bers of the regime or their families, but it allowed Bashar to be seen as some- 
one on the right side of a true “hot button” issue for most ordinary Syrians. 
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(At times, anticorruption prosecutions were also used to sideline potential 
sources of opposition to Bashar, as with the arrest of former general intelli- 
gence director Najjar.) As an extension of his work as an anticorruption cru- 
sader, Bashar was also presented to the public as a kind of all-purpose 
“ombudsman” for their complaints about state services. He reportedly 
opened offices in all of Syria’s major cities where citizens could come with 
various grievances against state agencies or requests for assistance.” 

Bashar—no doubt with his father’s acquiescence—seemed to take the 
lead in establishing another dimension of his public persona, seeking to 
present himself as someone capable of leading Syria into the twenty-first 
century. For this, the chief vehicle was Bashar’s chairmanship of the Syrian 
Computer Society, a group of academics and information technology pro- 
fessionals in Damascus. Bashar’s brother Basil had been chairman of the 
society before his death but had been nothing more than a titular head for 
the organization. Bashar, by contrast, took his role as chairman far more 
seriously. In particular, as head of the society, Bashar played a prominent 
role in a highly contested bureaucratic process during the late 1990s that 
ultimately led to a decision by the Syrian government to allow the Internet 
into Syria. In this bureaucratic battle, Bashar was cast as the champion of 
younger academics and businessmen strongly supportive of introducing 
modern information technology against the resistance of long-entrenched 
ministers who opposed the Internet as, among other things, a tool of Israeli 
propaganda.”* While all of this clearly contained an element of calculated 
image crafting, it also seemed to evince a genuine commitment on Bashar’s 
part to a freer flow of information in Syria. 

Hafiz al-Asad worked, over the course of Bashar’s six-year apprentice- 
ship, to familiarize his son with the substantive dimensions of his future 
role. Bashar settled into an office at the presidential palace not far from his 
father’s and became involved in deliberations on a progressively expanding 
portfolio of policy issues. 

Initially, Bashar’s policy tutorials focused on domestic issues. (During 
the last two years of his apprenticeship, Bashar also became more involved 
in foreign policy issues, and this aspect of his preparation for the presidency 
is considered in the following chapter.) In this context, Bashar established a 
profile as someone interested in questions of economic and, at least to some 
degree, political reform.” In the months preceding Hafiz al-Asad’s death in 
June 2000, the limits of debate over possible economic reforms broadened 
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considerably and even some discussion of possible political reforms was 
allowed; Bashar was widely considered to be a driving force behind this 
development.*’ As is discussed later, there seems to have been an element of 
genuine commitment on Bashar’s part to the substance of reform, in addi- 
tion to a calculated effort to craft a favorable public image. 

Bashar’s efforts to cultivate an image as someone interested in policy 
reform intersected nicely with his public profile as an anticorruption pro- 
ponent in early 2000. During preparations for a cabinet shuffle in March 
2000, Bashar was allowed to draw up an initial list of new ministers for con- 
sideration by the elder Asad. According to Western diplomats and journal- 
ists, Bashar reportedly tried to install reform-minded technocrats in several 
ministries involved in economic policymaking, but these recommendations 
were, for the most part, overruled by his father, who appointed a cabinet 
more comfortable with the status quo.*! The appointment of a new cabinet, 
however, resulted in the replacement of the long-serving prime minister 
Mahmud al-Zu‘bi with Mustafa Miru, who would serve as Bashar’s first 
prime minister. Two months later, Bashar engineered Zu‘bi’s indictment on 
corruption charges; the former prime minister committed suicide before 
he could be taken into custody.” 

Over the course of his apprenticeship, Bashar’s own attitude about the 
new and unforeseen direction of his life appeared to evolve. At the begin- 
ning of the grooming process, Bashar seemed decidedly unenthusiastic 
about his new role; the quality of his performance at public events where he 
was called upon to speak was frequently lackluster and uncommitted. It was 
during this phase of his preparation that doubts about his temperamental 
qualifications to lead Syria were most widely discussed around the Damas- 
cus rumor mill. By the late 1990s, though, Bashar seemed to have crossed a 
psychological Rubicon, internalizing and accepting the reality of his new 
life; he appeared increasingly interested in his duties and committed to the 
tasks ahead. 


Becoming President 


Despite these preparations, at the time of Hafiz al-Asad’s death on June 
10, 2000, there was an appreciable level of doubt about Bashar’s chances for 
acceding to the presidency and holding on to the position. Some analysts 
pointed out that the elder Asad had died too soon to complete Bashar’s 
grooming. In particular, Hafiz had delayed designating Bashar as a potential 
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Bashar al-Asad following the coffin of his father into the mosque of Qurdaha, his 


father’s home village, June 13, 2000. (Wolfgang Rattay/© Reuters/Corbis) 
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successor in any formal way, although the elder Asad had scheduled the first 
Ba‘th Party Congress in years, at which it was widely expected that Bashar 
would be elected a member of the Regional Command. That would have set 
up Bashar for nomination as a vice president, formally making him his 
father’s successor.*’ Hafiz al-Asad died just days before the party congress 
was to convene. 

Other analysts focused on less formalistic considerations that might 
impede Bashar’s progress, pointing to key players on the Syrian political 
scene who might be resistant to a generational succession. Scenarios were 
posited in which Bashar’s uncle, Rifa‘t, might emerge as a rallying point for 
displaced and, presumably, disaffected members of Hafiz al-Asad’s inner 
circle—senior Alawi “barons” such as ‘Ali Duba, the former military intelli- 
gence chief; Muhammad al-Khuli, a former chief of Syrian Air Force Intel- 
ligence and an air force commander; and ‘Ali Haydar, the former special 
forces commander.* Such scenarios assumed that Rifa'‘t, by presenting him- 
self as a proven and more capable defender of Alawi interests than Bashar, 
would be able to rally sufficient support within the Alawi community and 
among Alawi officers occupying key commands in the armed forces and 
security services to push his nephew aside.** Other commentators ques- 
tioned whether Bashar would enjoy sustained support from the remaining 
members of Hafiz’s inner circle or, by extension, from the military and secu- 
rity services.*° 

These doubts notwithstanding, when Hafiz al-Asad died, Bashar’s succes- 
sion went smoothly. The next day, Vice President Khaddam, in his constitu- 
tional capacity as the acting president, announced Bashar’s appointment as 
commander of the Syrian armed forces and his promotion to the rank of 
general (fariq), the most senior military rank, which only Hafiz al-Asad had 
held.*” Over the next couple of weeks, Defense Minister Tlas made a number 
of public statements expressing the security establishment’s acceptance of 
Bashar as its new commander-in-chief.** On June 17, Bashar succeeded his 
father as the secretary-general of the Ba‘th party. The National Assembly 
amended the Syrian constitution, which had specified a minimum age of 
forty for aspirants to the presidency, to permit the candidacy of the thirty- 
four-year-old Bashar for his late father’s office. In a July 10 referendum, in 
which virtually the entire Syrian electorate took part, 97.3 percent of the vot- 
ers affirmed Bashar’s candidacy. A week later, on July 17, the new president 
was inaugurated. 
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Throughout this process, not a hint of opposition to Bashar was heard 
from within the Asad family, the inner circle, or the military and security 
apparatus. Indeed, in the end, there seemed to be a fairly well understood 
arrangement of mutual convenience between Bashar and the key pillars of 
Hafiz’s regime that facilitated a smooth transition. Bashar obviously needed 
the cooperation of regime stalwarts and senior officials who controlled key 
levers of power, as well as their political clout. In return, the top stratum of 
the leadership needed the legitimacy and modern face that Bashar repre- 
sented. Furthermore, by agreeing to support Bashar, the inner circle fore- 
stalled the possibility of several rapid successions, which might have proved 
destabilizing.* As one commentator put it, the inner circle apparently real- 
ized that, if they did not “hang together” at the time of the succession, they 
might literally end up “hanging separately.” 


Charting a Course 


Of course, once Bashar was in office, the key question became the direction 
of his inclinations as a national leader. The question was (and is) usually 
posed in simple, dichotomous terms: Would Bashar seek to embark on a 
bold, reformist course? Or would he be so caught up in consolidating and 
maintaining his position that he would be unable to consider significant 
policy changes? 

The question of Bashar’s intentions can be posed in such stark terms, 
but the answer is inevitably more complicated. As noted earlier, an exami- 
nation of Bashar’s personal and political formation suggests that he is gen- 
uinely inclined toward reform but does not have a fully elaborated vision for 
transforming Syria and is reluctant to put himself fundamentally at odds 
with his father’s legacy or figures closely associated with it. A review of 
Bashar’s expressed views on Syria’s domestic situation since becoming pres- 
ident and his choice of personal advisers further supports the hypothesis 
that the younger Asad has a general predilection toward reform and is work- 
ing out a broad conceptual approach to changing Syria, but still needs help 
in laying out particular policies and integrating these policies into a com- 
prehensive reform program. Such a review also lends additional support to 
an assessment that, for both strategic and tactical reasons, the pursuit of 
reform is a gradual and long-term undertaking for the new president. 
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Views on Reform 


In his early days in office, the new president seemed to want to straddle 
questions about his basic orientation toward reform, presenting himself as 
someone seeking to balance change and continuity. In his inaugural address, 
Bashar noted that his job was simultaneously to “maintain” his late father’s 
approach and “to develop it as well.”*! In February 2001, in his first major 
interview after becoming president, Bashar underscored his interest in bal- 
ancing change and continuity: “It is not possible to start any political devel- 
opment in Syria except through the historical position of the country. I said 
in my inaugural speech that we are not coming to overthrow the reality but 
to develop it, and the word ‘development’ means that you are basing yourself 
on something and moving from it forward and not moving into a vacuum.” 

Given the highly personalized process by which Bashar had succeeded his 
father and the new president’s “authority gap” upon entering office, it is not 
surprising that the younger Asad would take such a public stance on reform. 
But, at a minimum, this approach was bound to disappoint those outside 
Syria who were investing such hope in Bashar’s accession as the dawn of a 
new day in Syrian politics. Given Bashar’s situation, reform was unlikely to 
come at a pace or with a scope that would satisfy outside expectations. 
Progress has been slow, subject to setbacks and in some cases even reversals. 
Thus, as Bashar’s presidency has proceeded, there has been an increasing 
tendency to bemoan the lack of progress and to question Bashar’s capacity 
or ultimate intention to reform Syria. 

This questioning of Bashar’s reformist credentials is understandable. As 
becomes clear in examining Bashar’s handling of domestic economic and 
political challenges, he is no proponent of radical change. There has been 
and will be no “shock therapy” for the Syrian economy on his watch, nor a 
rapid, wholesale opening of the political process. But Bashar’s political real- 
ity is more complicated than a simplistic dichotomy of “reformer” and 
“reactionary” can capture. Although Bashar does not have a thoroughly 
elaborated vision for transforming Syria, his reformist predilections are 
arguably more strategic than the skeptical reading that has become increas- 
ingly common in the West would imply. 

Bashar’s approach to reform can be characterized as strategic in both his 
time frame for achieving change and the phased process he projects. With 
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regard to timing, Bashar clearly takes a long view. In part, this reflects the 
realities of Bashar’s political situation. As an Israeli commentator has noted, 
“in contrast to ‘short-distance runners’-—that is, Western leaders caught 
between the hammer of their term’s end and the anvil of criticism from the 
democratic institutions of their country—Bashar sees time differently, 
believing himself to be in a long-distance race.’ Certainly he does not face 
the constraints of term limits imposed on popularly elected leaders. Not only 
do the imperatives of consolidating his position in the near-to-medium term 
incline Bashar toward gradualism; he can plausibly interpret his political sit- 
uation as one in which he can afford to take a longer-term view. 

But Bashar also seems to have a strategic appreciation for the risks of 
proceeding too rapidly with economic and political reform in a society still 
characterized by unresolved ethnic and sectarian cleavages, a pronounced 
trend toward “Islamization” within the Sunni Arab majority, and an under- 
developed economy. This appreciation gives rise to a model of reform in 
phases. In his January 17, 2004, conversation with the author, Bashar de- 
scribed reform in Syria as operating on three planes: economic, social, and 
political. The three planes are not purely sequential—the president 
acknowledged the necessity of working them simultaneously—but there is 
a definite sense of priority, with economic reform treated as the foundation 
for all else and social reform treated to a large degree as an antecedent for 
political reform.** (Of course, Hafiz al-Asad had watched reform processes 
in the Soviet Union and China and almost certainly favored the phased Chi- 
nese approach in his guidance for Bashar. The elder Asad was deeply con- 
cerned about the possibility that Syria could disintegrate, as the Soviet 
Union had under Mikhail Gorbachev, and devolve into a fractious and 
criminalized state like post-Soviet Russia if simultaneous economic, politi- 
cal, and social reform moved too quickly.) 

Economic reform seems to have held primacy in Bashar’s thinking since 
the beginning of his tenure. In his February 2001 interview with al-Sharq al- 
Awsat, Bashar said that his “general vision” for his country could be summed 
up in a single proposition, “to see Syria more prosperous.” In his January 
2004 interview with the author, the president noted that Ba‘thist ideology no 
longer matters; his view, as he put it somewhat humorously, is, “if it con- 
tributes to prosperity in Syria, we can call it socialism.” But Bashar obviously 
intends to move more slowly with market-oriented reform than the Wash- 
ington Consensus prescribed by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and 
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other international financial institutions would consider desirable. Given his 
assessment of the weakness of Syria’s private sector, the president wants to 
build up a real private sector, able to create jobs, before proceeding with 
large-scale privatizations, which, he anticipates, will put significant numbers 
of public sector employees out of work. 

Looking further down the road, a more prosperous Syria is, for Bashar, a 
necessary condition for social and political reform. Not surprisingly, in light 
of the Asad regime’s historic struggle with the Muslim Brotherhood and 
ongoing Islamization among Syrian Sunnis, for Hafiz’s successor social re- 
form means primarily the attenuation of sectarian identities. In turn, the 
attenuation of sectarian identities is a necessary prelude to political reform. 
Bashar has been very clear about his determination not to move too quickly 
on political reform, noting that moving too rapidly to democratize Syria 
would produce a result like Algeria in the early 1990s, where arguably “pre- 
mature” elections produced victory by presumably antidemocratic Islamist 
forces, prompting military intervention and the abrogation of the electoral 
outcome.” 


Bashar’s Circle 


This view of economic, social, and political reform obviously implies a 
long-term, strategic perspective on transforming Syria. The manner in 
which Bashar has begun to put together his “own” regime provides addi- 
tional evidence for an assessment of his leadership that takes seriously his 
reformist ambitions. 

While Bashar was, at the time of the succession, the beneficiary of an 
arrangement of convenience with key pillars of his late father’s regime, this 
arrangement was by no means assured. At least prospectively, Bashar has 
from the beginning of his presidency faced opposition from a disparate 
group of holdovers from the elder Asad’s inner circle, ambitious family 
members, and entrenched bureaucratic, business, and institutional inter- 
ests—often intertwined—that could resist efforts to change established 
policies if they perceived those efforts as a threat to their privileges. 

Since the beginning of his tenure, Bashar has eschewed confrontation 
with the power structure bequeathed to him by his father. Instead, Bashar 
has sought to deal with potential opposition to his attempts to change 
entrenched policies in other ways. Taken together, these measures could be 
interpreted as a sustained effort to develop a kind of “alternative regime” 
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alongside the structure of power that Bashar inherited from his father and 
to use that alternative structure as a basis for an even longer-term strategy 
of gradually co-opting the established order.*® 

The core of this evolving alternative structure is what might be described 
as Bashar’s personal network. From before his accession to the presidency, 
Bashar has tried to elaborate his own “inner circle” and, beyond this rela- 
tively intimate group, a more dispersed body of supporters. This still fairly 
loose network appears to consist of at least two strands. The first is a kind of 
“kitchen cabinet” of individuals who advise Bashar personally from outside 
of government. The second is individuals with bases outside the Syrian gov- 
ernment that Bashar has placed directly into official positions where they 
can help advance his agenda. 

The kitchen cabinet has seemed to focus—for the most part, but not 
exclusively—on questions of economic policy, affirming Bashar’s own iden- 
tification of the economic arena as his priority for reform. So far, Bashar has 
used this informal network primarily to balance the influence of the old 
guard and provide him with alternative sources of information and policy 
advice. It is possible to identify a number of individuals who have had a 
hand in shaping Bashar’s views on economic reform. 

One of the first experts from outside the Syrian government to emerge as 
a source of advice for the new president was Nabil Sukkar. Sukkar, who 
earned a Ph.D. in management from Indiana University, is a pro-reform 
economist who worked for the World Bank for a decade and in the financial 
sector in London before returning to Syria in 1991 to found a private con- 
sulting firm.’ In the last years of Hafiz al-Asad’s presidency, under Bashar’s 
apparent encouragement, Sukkar became the leading publicly tolerated 
critic of long-standing economic policies. One can readily discern his influ- 
ence on Bashar’s image of the Syrian economy. In Sukkar’s view, Syria does 
not have a national economy in the normal sense of the term. The Syrian 
economy is a classic rentier economy that has survived on aid from the Gulf 
states and military assistance from the now-defunct Soviet Union.** Suk- 
kar’s views on policy reform, as expressed in a 2002 interview, also had a sig- 
nificant impact on Bashar’s thinking: 


Iam opposed to privatization in Syria. This is because no one will buy 
inefficient, outdated, and loss-making public enterprises except, per- 
haps, to strip their assets, acquire land, and make shady deals. In the 
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case of the profit-making state enterprises, privatization could mean 
a golden opportunity for corruption, cronyism, and the Mafia-style 
operations that accompany them in almost every instance. The best 
policy for Syria would be to encourage the emergence of a genuine 
new private-enterprise sector. This means that the government should 
let entrepreneurs, whether Syrian or foreign, . . . invest, produce, buy 
and sell, and thus create a genuine market-based economy. The expe- 
rience of many countries, from Russia to Algeria, shows that the pri- 
vatization of state-owned businesses is not a sufficient basis for eco- 
nomic modernization. Why waste money trying to upgrade a public 
sector that is no longer viable or even relevant?” 


Another interesting figure to emerge relatively early in Bashar’s tenure as 
a notable member of the new president’s circle is Ayman ‘Abd al-Nur. An 
engineer by training, ‘Abd al-Nur pursued a private sector career in Syria 
and developed a relationship with Bashar after the president-to-be had 
returned to Syria in 1994. Following Bashar’s accession to the presidency, 
‘Abd al-Nur was appointed the new president’s personal economics adviser. 
More recently, he has created a web-based press service, All4Syria.*° Operat- 
ing with the apparent protection of the presidential palace, the service pub- 
lishes a daily electronic newsletter reproducing articles on reform in Syria 
from a variety of sources, as well as providing a forum for original pieces 
and the exchange of information. The articles frequently include comments 
from regime critics and opponents in Syria and abroad. 

Bashar drew additional members of his informal network from other set- 
tings. During the first year of his presidency, he established a so-called “Group 
of 18” (G-18) advisers to counsel him on economic matters; the members of 
the G-18 were drawn almost exclusively from the worlds of academia and 
business. Some G-18 participants appear to have been selected on the basis of 
their positions in the Syrian establishment and are not inclined toward fun- 
damental change.*' Other members of the group were chosen because of their 
international experience and strong support for market-based reform and 
restructuring. A number of these reform-minded G-18 members developed 
their own individual relationships to Bashar. In this category, one should place 
Riyad al-Abrash, a former academic and IMF economist.” 

Bashar also drew informal advisers from a group of economists and con- 
sultants associated with the Syrian-European Business Centre (SEBC).*’ The 
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SEBC is a European Union project, growing out of the Barcelona process 
launched by the EU in 1995, to increase the competitiveness of the Syrian pri- 
vate sector in anticipation of Syria’s integration into a Euro-Mediterranean 
Free Trade Area by 2010. Syrian economists and management specialists asso- 
ciated with the SEBC have been active in helping local businesspeople develop 
entrepreneurial ideas and initiatives. Some of these economists and consult- 
ants, such as Samir Seifan, have provided advice to Bashar on economic 
reform. Like Nabil Sukkar, Seifan runs a private sector consulting firm in 
Damascus. Seifan was commissioned by Bashar in 2000 to draft a report 
recommending economic reform measures. This report stimulated signifi- 
cant discussion in official and private sector circles in Damascus about the 
need for private banks in Syria to provide capital for entrepreneurial devel- 
opment.” SEBC associates—including Seifan and Sami al-Khiami—also 
played important roles on the Syrian team that carried out one of Bashar’s 
more important policy initiatives to date—concluding negotiations with the 
EU over an association agreement for Syria. Khiami holds a Ph.D. in engi- 
neering, was a founder of the Syrian Computer Society, and was an early 
advocate of the Internet in Syria, which provided a channel for developing a 
relationship with Bashar before the younger Asad acceded to the presidency. 
Khiami also has been active as an academic and information technology 
entrepreneur in Syria. In 2004 Bashar named Khiami Syria’s ambassador to 
the United Kingdom.” 

An important member of Bashar’s personal inner circle is his wife, Asma, 
whom he married on January 1, 2001, less than a year after becoming presi- 
dent. Bashar’s choice of Asma—over his mother’s objections—undoubtedly 
reveals notable things about him. Asma, born in 1976, is the daughter of Dr. 
Faris al-Akhras, a world-class interventional cardiologist and longtime med- 
ical faculty member at the University of London’s Kings College.” Dr. al- 
Akhras is a scion of a prominent Sunni family from Homs; thus, Bashar’s 
wife is not only non-Alawi, but from an urban notable background. Asma 
was born, raised, and educated entirely in the United Kingdom. After grad- 
uating from Kings College in computer science in 1996, she went through the 
executive trainee program at J.P. Morgan and worked as an investment 
banker at Deutsche Bank. At the time Bashar proposed to her, she had been 
admitted to Harvard Business School’s MBA program.** Asma’s public role in 
Syria is discussed further later in the chapter. However, it is clear that, as the 
most intimate member of Bashar’s kitchen cabinet, she brings world-class 
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Syria’s first lady, Asma al-Asad, poses with local women at a ceremony marking Interna- 


tional Literacy Day in Homs, September 8, 2004. (© Khaled al-Hariri/Reuters/Corbis) 


training in business and exposure to the highest international standards and 
practices in global finance and investment to bear in her inputs to her hus- 
band’s thinking. 

The second strand of Bashar’s informal network consists of individuals 
from outside the Syrian government whom he has placed directly into gov- 
ernment positions where they can help advance his domestic agenda. In 
placing these people in government posts, Bashar appears to be developing 
a stratum of officials in upper-level positions with direct loyalty to him. In 
this way, he can sidestep the normally time-consuming (and, in the Syrian 
case, sclerosis-reinforcing) processes of recruitment, socialization, and 
advancement. The growing number of these individuals suggests that 
Bashar may in fact be pursuing a kind of “long march” through Syria’s insti- 
tutions. Bashar’s aim in pursuing this course would seem to be the estab- 
lishment of a bureaucratic platform for more robust reform initiatives in 
the future. 

An early example of someone that Bashar took from outside of the Syr- 
ian government and installed in an important position is Ghassan al-Rifa‘i, 
who was appointed minister of economy and foreign trade in December 
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2001. Rifa‘i holds a doctorate in economics from Sussex University in the 
United Kingdom and worked for thirty years at the World Bank before his 
ministerial appointment.” He is a highly regarded technocrat and is gener- 
ally considered, by both Syrian and foreign observers, to be an outspoken 
proponent of economic restructuring in Syria. Rifa‘i had nonetheless said 
publicly that Syria should not plunge into wholesale privatization of state 
enterprises, which made him compatible with Bashar’s gradualist inclina- 
tions on reform. 

Other examples of individuals that Bashar has taken from outside the 
state agencies and placed in relatively important domestic policy positions 
include: 

—The current tourism minister, Sa‘dallah Agha al-Qal‘a, a French- 
trained economist brought in by Bashar to reform the underdeveloped but 
potentially lucrative tourism sector. 

—Mahir al-Mujtahid, whom Bashar appointed to a new position as 
secretary-general of the presidency of the Council of Ministers (the prime 
ministry) in late 2003. Mujtahid holds a doctorate in management and is a 
former member of the Syrian Computer Society’s board of directors. 

—‘Ali Kana‘an, who was appointed president of the Industrial Bank of 
Syria in December 2003. Kana‘an was a reform-oriented economics profes- 
sor at Damascus University and an original member of the G-18.°° 

—‘Abdallah al-Dardari, another Ph.D. economist, who served Bashar as 
the new president’s first chairman of the State Planning Commission. Dar- 
dari is now head of the Syrian Economic Society. 

—‘ssam al-Za‘im, who has served Bashar as minister of state for plan- 
ning, minister of industry, and, since 2004, chairman of the State Planning 
Commission. Za‘im, considered a competent economic technocrat, led the 
delegation that negotiated Syria’s association agreement with the EU. 

The members of Bashar’s personal network, whether in the kitchen cab- 
inet or in government positions, tend to share several characteristics: 

—They tend to be slightly older than Bashar, but at least a generation 
younger than the old guard; for the most part, members of Bashar’s infor- 
mal network are in their forties and fifties. 

—They tend, far more than members of Hafiz al-Asad’s inner circle and 
senior officials of his regime, to have had some measure of Western educa- 
tion and exposure, often more than Bashar experienced. 
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—They tend to have technocratic expertise, credentials, and experience 
in areas such as business, economics, and information technology—fields 
critical to meeting the long-term demands of modernization in Syria. 

Bashar seems indifferent to the political pedigrees of the people he draws 
into his network; in a growing number of cases, he has moved individuals 
into important government positions even though they are not members of 
the Ba‘th party.°' 

Bashar has had limited success to date in moving “his” people into cabi- 
net positions. In December 2001 Bashar carried out his first cabinet shuffle 
as president, assigning three of the four economic portfolios to non-Ba'thist 
technocrats, including Rifa‘i as minister of economy and trade. In Septem- 
ber 2003 Bashar installed a new cabinet, under a new prime minister, Mu- 
hammad Naji al-“Utri. As part of this exercise, Bashar tried to streamline the 
cabinet, reducing the overall number of seats from thirty-four to thirty by 
combining functions. Half of the ministers in the cabinet announced in 
September 2003 were new to their positions, with the new appointees con- 
centrated in ministries dealing with the economy, education, and social 
services. But defenders of the status quo still outnumbered advocates of 
change by a considerable margin.” Bashar promised at the first meeting of 
the new cabinet that the ministers’ performance would be reviewed after 
twelve months, with an eye to making further changes. However, in the 
third cabinet reshuffle of his presidency, in October 2004, Bashar was able to 
improve the representation of reformers only slightly.® (Rifa‘i, in fact, left 
government during this reshuffle, but was replaced by ‘Amir Hosni Lotfi, 
former head of the state-run cotton marketing board and a recognized eco- 
nomic reformer.) 

The disposition of the strands of Bashar’s informal network over time is 
likely to be an important indicator of his continuing interest in reform. 
One could anticipate that, as more senior officials move on, more members 
of the kitchen cabinet or other informal advisers to the president would 
take government posts, perhaps even as ministers. For example, Riyad al- 
Abrash, Samir Seifan, and Nabil Sukkar are frequently discussed among 
Damascus elites as candidates for finance or trade and economy minister. 
In addition, one could anticipate that some of the individuals Bashar has 
placed in second-tier positions might move up to higher levels of author- 
ity and responsibility. 
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Besides building his own network of advisers and supporters, Bashar 
has taken steps to put people loyal to him in positions of control over 
important levers of power—a continuation of a trend already under way 
before Hafiz al-Asad’s death. Not surprisingly, a focus of this effort has 
been the military and security apparatus. Bashar has, to date, probably 
been able to install more of “his” people in key positions in the intelligence 
services than in any other segment of the regime’s coercive apparatus. As 
has been seen, even before the succession, new directors and deputies were 
installed at the General Intelligence Directorate and Syrian Military Intel- 
ligence. As Bashar’s presidency proceeded, the rising influence of Bahjat 
Sulayman at general intelligence and Asif Shawkat at military intelligence 
marked the new president’s deepening personal imprint on the leaderships 
of these agencies.** Ghazi Kana‘an, an early supporter of Bashar as succes- 
sor to Hafiz al-Asad, was promoted to major general and brought back 
from Lebanon in October 2002 to head the Political Security Directorate, 
which is responsible for uncovering organized political activity in opposi- 
tion to the regime.® In October 2004 Kana‘an was promoted again, becom- 
ing minister of the interior. 

Similar changes have taken place in the armed forces and the Ba‘th party. 
In January 2002 ‘Ali Aslan retired as chief of staff of the army, to be replaced 
by his deputy, Hassan Turkmani.® Aslan had reportedly resisted Shawkat’s 
efforts to exert control over personnel and assignments in the Syrian mili- 
tary on behalf of the president.®’ Asad has removed or marginalized several 
senior military and security officials whom he perceived as obstacles to his 
agenda. In 2002 he removed the army’s three long-serving corps com- 
manders, who had been put in their positions and retained past retirement 
age by his late father, from their posts.® Likewise, Bashar has worked over 
time to place supporters in the Ba‘th party’s two leadership bodies, the 
Regional Command and the Central Committee. 

Most important, in May 2004 the first of the three most senior old guard 
officials retired. Mustafa Tlas, the long-serving defense minister, stepped 
down on his seventy-third birthday, May 12, and was replaced by Hassan 
Turkmani.” (Tlas displayed his penchant for surreal public statements right 
up to the end of his official service. In a retirement interview for Syrian 
media, Tlas expressed his “happiness” for having been a “champion of the 
poor” throughout his career.)”° Because of the role that Tlas had played in 
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ensuring a smooth transfer of power in 2000, avoiding a major disagree- 
ment with the defense minister was an important consideration for Bashar 
in seeking to maintain an image as someone keeping faith with Hafiz’s 
legacy. If Bashar is, in fact, pursuing a “long-distance runner” strategy to 
consolidate his position, Tlas’s departure is potentially a milestone. (It is 
noteworthy that, during the summer of 2004, a variety of Arab press stories 
reported speculation in Damascus about the impending retirement of Vice 
President Khaddam. By the fall, though, these rumors had stopped, perhaps 
reflecting a sense among the old guard and security establishment that it 
was not yet time for the remaining members of Hafiz al-Asad’s inner circle 
to step aside.) 

Thus there is considerable evidence, from his own statements and the 
development of his personal network, that Bashar is committed to a certain 
set of reformist ideas. Ascribing priority to improving Syria’s economic per- 
formance and standard of living, Bashar judges that reform, particularly in 
the economic arena, should proceed in a gradual manner to avoid social 
disequilibrium. And Bashar obviously favors what some describe as the Chi- 
nese model of reform, putting initial emphasis on economic reform and 
moving more slowly on political reform until a foundation of increased 
prosperity has been laid. 

In this regard, the risks of social fragmentation continue to seem very 
real from the perspective of the presidential palace. Since the U.S.-led mili- 
tary campaign to unseat Saddam Hussein in Iraq, there has been a resur- 
gence of Kurdish activism in Syria, particularly in the northeast, where 
Syria’s Kurdish population is concentrated and overlaps with Kurdish con- 
centrations in northern Iraq and southeastern Turkey; at times, Kurdish 
protests have elicited a forceful response from the Syrian security appara- 
tus.”’ The car bomb attack on a building formerly occupied by the United 
Nations in the Mezzeh neighborhood of Damascus in April 2004—which 
Syrian security services claim was carried out by Islamic fundamentalists— 
underscored the risk that an Islamizing Sunni population could be the base 
for a renewed Islamist challenge to the Asad regime.” 

From Bashar’s point of view, all of these considerations argue for a grad- 
ual, evolutionary approach to reform. The next step in understanding Bashar 
as a national leader is to consider how well he has been able to apply this 
approach in dealing with Syria’s internal economic and political problems. 
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Confronting Obstacles to Economic Reform 


As noted in the previous chapter, Bashar inherited a daunting array of eco- 
nomic problems upon assuming the presidency. Having ruled out IMF-style 
shock therapy or rapid, wholesale privatization, the new president focused 
his economic policies on trying to stimulate development of a more entre- 
preneurial private sector, reducing transactional costs in the local economy, 
and beginning to lower barriers to interaction with the global economy. 

Under this rubric of developing a more robust private sector, Bashar 
introduced a number of noteworthy changes in the policy framework for 
Syria’s economy during the first year of his tenure. To increase consumer 
demand, in his first months in office the new president ordered long over- 
due and much needed salary increases for public sector employees. He also 
changed relevant rules to allow the introduction of credit cards and private 
importation of automobiles.”* Even more significantly, Bashar launched an 
initiative to permit the establishment of private banks in Syria.” This was 
very much in keeping with recommendations advanced by Samir Seifan and 
Nabil Sukkar, motivated by a sense that a private financial sector was essen- 
tial for sustained entrepreneurial development in Syria.” 

To reduce transactional costs and begin opening up the Syrian economy 
to global markets, Bashar took a number of other steps early in his tenure. 
In January 2001 he began reforming Syrian policies governing currency 
exchange, with the aim of making the Syrian pound fully convertible at a 
single exchange rate.” Once Ghassan al-Rifa‘i came on board as minister of 
economy and trade in the cabinet shuffle at the end of 2001, the former 
World Bank official assumed a leading role for Bashar in pursuing this goal. 
The new president also engaged a leading American consulting firm to draw 
up a proposal for the creation of free trade areas in Syria, similar to those 
operating in Dubai.” 

Bashar’s track record in translating these ideas and initiatives into con- 
crete results has been decidedly mixed. On a positive note, Rifa‘i was able to 
oversee a significant rationalization of Syrian currency policies before he 
left office in October 2004. But, in most other areas, reform has lagged. At 
times, both Samir Seifan and Nabil Sukkar have publicly bemoaned the lack 
of progress in implementing serious reforms.’”* Implementation has been 
slow because of the systemic deficits in Syria’s governing apparatus and 
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because of structural barriers, most notably those rooted in the Asad 
regime’s legacy of high-level corruption. 


Capacity Deficits 


The impact of the Syrian system’s capacity deficits is felt most acutely in 
the formulation of economic policy. Potentially positive economic reforms 
have lagged in part because of deficiencies in the capacity of the Syrian 
bureaucracy to follow through on particular initiatives. 

The saga of introducing private banking in Syria illustrates this phe- 
nomenon well. Despite the issuance of decrees by early 2001 permitting the 
establishment of private banks, the system had not developed the necessary 
legal and regulatory framework for operation of a private financial sector. 
As a result, even licensed private banks would not open. It was not until 
mid-2002 that a money and credit committee was established at the central 
bank with the power to define monetary policy, including the authority to 
set interest rates.” In 2003 a special commission (including Samir Seifan) 
was formed to draft implementing regulations for the presidential decrees 
legalizing private banks; with the promulgation of these regulations, a cou- 
ple of small private banks opened.® But delay and uncertainty have kept a 
potentially important reform initiative from having anything like the posi- 
tive impact on Syria’s economy that it might have. 

These delays were partly caused by bureaucratic inertia, but they also 
stemmed from a lack of qualified cadres of technocrats within relevant 
bureaucracies to draw up the necessary laws and regulations for governing 
a world-class private financial sector. (It is interesting to note that the “rad- 
ical” new Syrian banking laws were modeled on 1950s-era Lebanese regula- 
tions; a regulatory framework that may have been cutting-edge a half- 
century earlier was the best model the Syrian system could come up with for 
producing its own rules.) This was a weakness in the Syrian economy that 
Samir Seifan and others identified early in Bashar’s term.*! Bashar himself 
recognized this problem with regard to banking reform, noting that any 
Syrian with the expertise to work in a real private financial sector had prob- 
ably already left Syria.** Banking is not the only sector in which reform has 
languished because of deficiencies in the capacity of the system to craft and 
implement initiatives. Movement on the creation of economic zones was 
hampered by this lack of capacity as well as by resistance within the regime 
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to creating “islands” that could alienate those working outside free trade 
areas. 

More generally, the president, senior officials supportive of change, and 
forward-looking economists have all come to recognize the lack of techno- 
cratic expertise in critical parts of the bureaucracy as a major constraint on 
reform.™ Despite Bashar’s efforts to recruit individuals with backgrounds as 
world-class experts, there are simply not enough people with relevant cre- 
dentials, expertise, and experience to staff serious reform proposals in key 
areas. Bashar clearly sees himself as constrained by this deficiency and 
openly acknowledges his need for external support to improve development 
and implementation of reform initiatives and policies. In his January 17, 
2004, interview with the author, when asked where he saw Syria in five years, 
the president said that depended on how much assistance and expertise 
would be available from outside Syria during the intervening period. 

In addition to inadequate technocratic capacity within particular 
bureaucracies, Bashar must also deal with dysfunctionality in integrating 
planning across multiple bureaucracies. As noted earlier, Bashar has come to 
realize that he does not currently have the capacity to develop and imple- 
ment reform initiatives in key policy areas or to integrate these in a gen- 
uinely strategic fashion. Policy changes such as those discussed above have 
often seemed ad hoc in character, not part of a coherent plan for systematic 
reform. Individual ministries have tended to go their own way in formulat- 
ing policies, even under ministers interested in change. As a consequence, 
economic reform in Syria under Bashar’s leadership has indeed had an 
“improvised” quality. 

In an effort to address this problem, the president has been putting added 
emphasis on administrative reform as an essential precursor to economic 
reform. The appointment of Mahir al-Mujtahid, with his background in 
management, as secretary-general of the Council of Ministers at the end of 
2003 was a first step in this direction.® In the spring of 2004 Bashar also 
brought in a new batch of fourteen younger technocrats—several with doc- 
torates from U.S., British, and European universities—to form the nucleus 
of a policy staff within the presidency; these new officials are charged with 
monitoring the activities of various ministries and ensuring more effective 
coordination across bureaucracies.*° Bashar has sought assistance from the 
French government in revamping the administrative apparatus of the Syr- 
ian presidency and improving the policy planning process across ministries; 
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both sides intend to have a plan for administrative reform drawn up and 
ready for implementation by the beginning of 2005.*” Additionally, France 
has begun providing training to Syrian bureaucrats through the Ecole Nor- 
male d’Administration to improve the level of technocratic expertise within 
the Syrian government.* 


Structural Barriers 


Beyond these capacity limits on Bashar’s ability to push policy changes, 
the president also faces significant structural barriers to more thorough- 
going reforms. Many of these structural barriers stem from the Asad re- 
gime’s long record of high-level corruption. 

In many cases, Bashar has been unable to break up trade monopolies or 
introduce competition into key sectors because of the well-established legacy 
of corruption on the part of his late father’s inner circle. The president’s 
desire to avoid impinging on the financial interests of powerful regime fig- 
ures, for example, has allowed well-connected businessmen to maintain their 
hold over the retail auto market despite the formal lifting of restrictions on 
automobile imports; the requirement for foreign manufacturers to use local 
agents as dealers has been manipulated to allow these businessmen to retain 
their dominant position in the Syrian market. In some cases, even initiatives 
that superficially appeared to encourage competition, such as the issuance of 
a tender for mobile phone licenses in the telecommunications sector, were 
actually decidedly noncompetitive processes.” 

Under Bashar’s presidency, such corruption continues to involve families 
of important regime figures. For example, Vice President Khaddam’s family 
developed food processing and restaurant interests in Syria during his years 
of service to the Asad regimes.”° Food processing is an area frequently iden- 
tified by reform-minded businessmen and economists in Syria as a sector in 
which Syria might have some competitive advantage, but domination of the 
sector by a small number of powerful players, like the Khaddam family, dis- 
courages new entrants. 

Former defense minister Tlas’s family has developed extensive economic 
holdings in defense procurement, telecommunications, and the media sec- 
tor. These holdings are managed through the Min Ajli Suriya (On Behalf of 
Syria) group, known as MAS, headed by Tlas’s son, Firas.”! 

In some instances, the corruption extends to Bashar’s own family. Most 
notoriously, the family of Bashar’s mother, the Makhlufs, has leveraged its 


84 BASHAR AND THE POSSIBILITIES OF DOMESTIC REFORM 


connections to amass a commercial empire, the value of which is estimated 
to exceed $3 billion.” In the process, the Makhlufs have become arguably 
the single most prominent business family in Syria. The dominant figures in 
the Makhluf family’s business activities are Bashar’s uncle (his mother’s 
brother) Muhammad Makhluf and Makhluf’s son, Bashar’s cousin Rami. 

The extent of the Makhlufs’ empire is impressive, both in its wealth and 
in the family’s ability to leverage political ties for personal gain.”° 

—The Makhlufs continue to control the Real Estate Bank, one of Syria’s 
state-run banks, giving them privileged access to capital for their business 
ventures. 

—Rami and his brother, ‘Ihab, also control the free-trade zones along the 
Syrian-Lebanese border and the duty-free shops in Syria’s airports. Thus, cor- 
ruption tied to Bashar’s family undermines the economic benefit from one of 
the relatively few liberalization measures carried out by the Asad regime. 

—In addition, experts on privatization of telecommunications markets 
in the region say that the Makhluf brothers effectively own Syriatel, Syria’s 
leading cellular telephone service provider. This has given the family a dom- 
inant position in Syria’s telecommunications sector, undercutting prospects 
for significant economic gains from that sector’s liberalization.” 

The regime figures, their family members, and affiliated businessmen 
who profit from the status quo form a loose coalition that resists economic 
liberalization measures that would introduce competition into key sectors 
of the Syrian economy.” Even more than deficiencies in technocratic capac- 
ity, this antireform coalition has stymied movement on fundamental 
economic reforms. It certainly imposes limits on Bashar’s professed strat- 
egy of growing the private sector before radically restructuring state-run 
enterprises. 

Bashar’s reluctance to challenge the elements of this coalition in the near- 
to-medium term is perhaps tactically understandable. It is not clear, how- 
ever, whether and how Bashar intends to resolve his structural problem over 
the long run. (To return to the Don Corleone metaphor for the late Hafiz al- 
Asad, Bashar is in something of the situation of the don’s son, Michael: an 
improbable successor who has promised to make the family enterprise 
“completely legitimate,” but who must operate in an environment that 
makes transformation exceedingly difficult.) 

One strategy that Bashar has pursued in an effort to work around these 
structural barriers to reform is the use of international economic agree- 
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ments—particularly an association agreement with the EU—as a lever for 
impelling greater transparency and spurring policy reform. Negotiations 
between the EU and Syria over an association agreement started in the mid- 
1990s, soon after the launch of the Barcelona process, but the process lan- 
guished in the last years of Hafiz al-Asad’s tenure.*® Upon his accession, 
Bashar worked to reinvigorate the talks. The new president saw an associa- 
tion agreement as a useful tool for accelerating the pace of change, and he 
brought in reform-minded economists from outside the Syrian Govern- 
ment to serve on the Syrian delegation conducting negotiations with Brus- 
sels. In the aftermath of the Iraq war, as Syria’s relations with the United 
States declined, Bashar used arguments about the strategic importance of 
developing better relations with Europe to overcome resistance from the 
old guard to the policy reforms that an EU association agreement would 
require.” Finally, in December 2003 negotiators from Syria and the Euro- 
pean Commission reached agreement on what Damascus believed would be 
the final text, and Bashar made plans to travel to Brussels in March 2004 to 
sign the accord.”* 

Bashar’s efforts to make the association agreement a reality have yet to 
bear fruit, however, and it remains to be seen whether he will, in the end, 
have the association agreement to use as a lever for accelerating reforms. In 
early 2004 the European Council, representing the EU’s member govern- 
ments, declined to sign off on the text agreed to by the commission’s nego- 
tiators, citing rules adopted by the EU in October 2003 mandating more 
explicit commitments by association agreement signatories to eliminating 
weapons of mass destruction.” (Britain, Germany, and the Netherlands 
were particularly insistent on this position.)'°° Discussions between Brussels 
and Damascus to resolve the impasse stalled in February 2004, and Bashar 
put off his trip to Brussels. 

However, after the Bush administration announced in May 2004 the spe- 
cific measures with which it was implementing the Syria Accountability Act, 
the EU announced it would resume negotiations with Damascus with the 
aim of finalizing the association agreement. Chris Patten, the EU’s commis- 
sioner for external relations, noted that, while the EU shared America’s pol- 
icy goals for Syria, “we do not share the same tactical approach.”'”' Finally, 
in October 2004, European Commission and Syrian officials initialed a 
revised text containing slightly tougher language on weapons of mass de- 
struction. By then, though, Damascus was at odds with France over the 
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question of Syrian hegemony in Lebanon, and the EU had taken in ten new 
member states. As a result of these developments, European diplomats and 
EU officials say it is not clear how quickly the EU can move to approve the 
new draft, a necessary step before an association agreement can be signed 
and go into effect.' 


Stopgap Measures 


Given the improvised quality of policymaking for economic reform and 
the entrenched structural barriers to implementing reform initiatives, it 
should not be surprising to outside observers that the course of reform in 
Bashar’s tenure has been fitful and, taken as a whole, slow. In the meantime, 
Bashar has worked to find stopgap measures to help avert a major deteriora- 
tion in Syria’s economic performance. These “workarounds” have included a 
dramatic increase in illicit Syrian trade with Iraq in the period preceding 
Saddam Hussein’s overthrow and a concerted effort to expand oil production 
and attract new foreign investment to this sector of the Syrian economy in 
the near-to-medium term. (Bashar has also benefited from a reversal of sev- 
eral years of drought in Syria; increased rainfall has permitted significantly 
improved performance in Syria’s agricultural sector since 2003.) 

Between his inauguration in July 2000 and the launch of Operation Iraqi 
Freedom in March 2003, Bashar presided over a massive increase in illicit 
Syrian trade with Iraq. In November 2000 Bashar authorized the reopening 
of the main Iraqi-Syrian pipeline running from Iraq’s northern oil fields 
around Kirkuk to the Syrian port of Banyas.'* Syria and Iraq also began 
planning construction of another large-capacity pipeline. These actions 
started a dramatic expansion of Iraqi oil flows to Syria. During 2001-02, 
Syria imported roughly 200,000 barrels a day of Iraqi oil outside of the 
United Nations’ Oil for Food (OFF) program.'™ The bulk of the oil came 
through the main Kirkuk-Banyas pipeline; the rest came through a smaller, 
second pipeline (essentially an offshoot of the Iraqi-Turkish pipeline) and 
by rail and road transfers. The Iraqi oil was sold to Syria at a heavily dis- 
counted rate; Syria then resold the oil internationally at world market 
prices, pocketing a windfall profit in the process. 

Expansion of illicit trade with Iraq proceeded in other sectors as well. In 
January 2001 Syrian prime minister Miru traveled to Baghdad to sign a trade 
protocol—effectively a free trade agreement—with Iraq; Syria never submit- 
ted the protocol to the UN Sanctions Committee for approval.'°° Under 
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Bashar’s leadership, Syria also authorized direct flights between Baghdad and 
Damascus in violation of UN Security Council resolutions. At its peak, illicit 
trade with Saddam’s regime provided revenues of roughly $2 billion dollars 
annually for the Syrian economy. This infusion was a much needed stimulus 
for the economy; the involvement of old guard members and other senior 
officials in profit-taking from the illicit Iraqi trade also helped ensure the 
cooperation of key regime figures during an early stage in Bashar’s consoli- 
dation of power. 

Increased oil revenues have been another important economic stopgap 
for Bashar, even after the fall of Saddam’s regime. Over the course of 
Bashar’s presidency, the Syrian economy has benefited from a fairly consis- 
tent trend of rising world oil prices. As a result, earnings from oil exports 
significantly boosted Syria’s hard currency reserves during 2003—04.'° 

Given the importance of oil exports and the revenues and foreign ex- 
change earnings they generate for Syria’s economy, one of the more pressing 
economic challenges confronting Bashar has been the prospective depletion 
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of the country’s oil reserves. The new president apparently recognized that 
coping with that depletion and maintaining a relatively steady income 
stream from oil exports required attracting foreign oil companies, with their 
capital and advanced technology, to Syria. As a result, the Syrian Oil Ministry 
has stepped up its efforts to expand foreign participation in the country’s 
upstream sector. In December 2001 the ministry began to offer drilling con- 
cessions in five exploratory areas in a tender. In January 2003 Damascus 
began awarding concessions to a range of foreign oil companies that had 
participated in the initial tender. In addition to Shell, which was already well 
established in Syria, concessions were given over the course of the next year 
and a half to oil companies from Canada, Chile, Croatia, and India, along 
with several U.S. companies.'°” Damascus put out a tender for additional 
drilling concessions in fourteen blocks in the spring of 2004. 


The Difficult Birth of Civil Society 


To the extent that Bashar has pursued social and political reform, his efforts 
have focused on what might be described as the development of civil soci- 
ety in Syria. Over the long run, the emergence of a more robust civil society 
is critical to accomplish the attenuation of sectarian identities that is at the 
heart of Bashar’s agenda for social reform. The growth of civil society is also 
linked to the president’s efforts to develop a more entrepreneurial private 
sector. But, as in the economic sphere, Bashar is interested in gradually 
developing civil society, not in rapid political liberalization. Like his atti- 
tudes regarding economic reform, his gradualist approach to developing 
civil society reflects both his own preferences and his assessment of the 
requirements for consolidating his position. 

Bashar’s attitude toward civil society has been one of the more contro- 
versial aspects of his tenure. His posture toward the issue is widely taken as 
an important indicator of his attitude toward fundamental political reform 
in Syria; shifts in how this posture is perceived outside Syria account for a 
good deal of the fluctuation in perception of him as a national leader dur- 
ing the first three years of his presidency. 


Mixed Signals 


Perhaps because of the successful crafting of Bashar’s public image as 
someone sympathetic to arguments for the freer flow of information and 
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open discussion of current problems, his accession to the presidency 
spurred considerable anticipation about the possibilities for political liber- 
alization in Syria. During his first year in office, Bashar seemed sympathetic 
to—indeed, at times, supportive of—the aspirations of those Syrians push- 
ing for greater openness. Shortly after taking office, Bashar acted to reduce 
the cult of personality that had been built up around the presidency during 
his father’s tenure, ordering the removal from public places of his own pic- 
ture and banners praising the new president—a development much noticed 
around Damascus.'°* 

Additionally, Bashar began to allow greater freedom of expression and 
the press in Syria. During his first month in office, he appointed new direc- 
tors for the official Syrian news agency (the Syrian Arab News Association, 
or SANA) and state radio and television, as well as new editors-in-chief for 
the three main state-controlled daily newspapers: al-Ba‘th, al-Thawra, and 
Tishrin. Al-Thawra, in particular, would pursue a much more liberal edito- 
rial policy under its new editor, Mahmud Salameh. In December 2000 
Bashar announced that constituent parties in the National Progressive Front 
would be permitted to publish their own newspapers; the first began ap- 
pearing in January 2001. Also in January 2001 the first license for a privately 
owned, independent newspaper in Syria was issued upon Bashar’s authori- 
zation; the newspaper, al-Dommari (The Lamplighter) began publication in 
February 2001.'” 

Another interesting early indicator of Bashar’s reformist inclinations was 
his treatment of ‘Aref Dalilah, a former dean of economics at Damascus Uni- 
versity who had been dismissed from his position in 1998 for criticizing then 
prime minister Mahmud Zu‘bi for corruption. In August 2000 Bashar 
received Dalilah as an honored guest in the presidential palace, restored the 
former professor to his faculty position, and made him a member of the G-18. 
In October 2000 al-Thawra devoted two full pages to an explication of 
Dalilah’s critique of Ba‘thist economics.''° Dalilah certainly could not have 
gotten such a public platform for his ideas without Bashar’s appointment of 
a more forward-leaning editor and the perceived cover of the new president’s 
patronage and approval. 

Bashar also acted to empower civil society organizations. Within the 
first year of his tenure, a leading unofficial human rights organization that 
had been suppressed in the 1990s, the Committees for the Defense of 
Democratic Freedoms and Human Rights in Syria (lijan al-difa‘ ‘an huquq 
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al-insan fi suriya) resumed its public activities.!!’ A new human rights 
organization, the Syrian Human Rights Committee (al-lajna al-suriya li 
huqug al-insan), also emerged, under the leadership of Haytham al-Maleh, 
a Syrian lawyer and human rights activist who had been imprisoned dur- 
ing the 1980s when Hafiz al-Asad’s regime moved to suppress independent 
professional associations.'” 

Although Bashar never rescinded the state of emergency or lifted martial 
law imposed in 1963, he took a number of steps to assuage concerns about 
political detentions and abuse of the criminal justice system. Through his 
first summer and fall in office, Bashar pardoned and released hundreds of 
political prisoners, including more than six hundred members of the Mus- 
lim Brotherhood.'’ As was noted earlier, Hafiz al-Asad had, from time to 
time, released selected batches of political prisoners, including Muslim 
Brotherhood detainees, but Bashar’s gesture was unique in its scale and 
scope. Moreover, Bashar’s last amnesty declaration, in November 2000, was 
reported in official Syrian media with language acknowledging for the first 
time that the Syrian government had imprisoned people for political rea- 
sons.''* That same month, Bashar went further with such symbolic gestures, 
carrying through on an order his father had issued shortly before his death 
to close the notorious Mezzeh prison where many political detainees had 
been held and issuing a general pardon for nonpolitical prisoners.'!° Bashar 
issued his own order closing the equally notorious Tadmur (Palmyra) 
prison the following month.''° 

Yet, at the same time that Bashar was taking these steps, he also appeared 
to be defining some outer limits for the scope and pace of liberalization. In 
part, this reflected his own gradualist preferences; it also reflected resistance 
from entrenched actors in the power structure that Bashar had just inher- 
ited. In the early months of Bashar’s presidency, there were indications that 
Vice President Khaddam, the effective leader of the old guard, and the Gen- 
eral Intelligence Directorate’s General Sulayman—who, despite his loyalty 
to Bashar, was representative of the security establishment—were displeased 
by the more liberal bounds for public expression.'” In August 2000, the new 
president held a meeting with leaders of the National Progressive Front’s 
six constituent parties at which Bashar decided to postpone introduction of 
a new political parties law or allowing new parties to join the National 
Progressive Front.'"® 
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From Damascus Spring to Damascus Winter 


Against this backdrop of mixed signals, the key question, for Syrians and 
for interested outsiders, was how Bashar would balance his impulse toward 
liberalization with his interest in regulating the process of change. The 
course of events during the first two years of his presidency—a period that 
witnessed the rise and fall of the so-called Damascus Spring—suggested 
that this balancing act would not be smooth or easy. 

Initially, Bashar’s accession to the presidency sparked a remarkable flow- 
ering of activism on behalf of political reform in Syria. Syrian intellectuals 
and commentators continue to describe this period as the Damascus 
Spring, which was marked by the emergence of Syria’s first genuine civil 
society movement (harakat al-mujtama‘ al-madani)."'? Some of the promi- 
nent figures in this movement were veteran advocates of political reform, 
such as Sadiq al-‘Azm; others came from a new generation of intellectuals, 
artists, and political commentators committed to the development of civil 
society in Syria. 

The first widely recognized public manifestation of Syria’s renewed civil 
society movement came in September 2000, just three months after Hafiz 
al-Asad’s death and two months after Bashar’s inauguration, when ninety- 
nine prominent intellectuals, artists, and professionals signed and published 
a manifesto—the Statement of 99—for increased political participation by 
all segments of Syrian society.” The Statement of 99 argued that adminis- 
trative, economic, and legal reforms would not accomplish their intended 
objectives without complementary political reform. Specifically, the authors 
and signers called first and foremost for “an end to the State of Emergency 
and martial law in effect since 1963.” They also called for an amnesty for all 
political prisoners, prisoners of conscience, deportees, and exiles. They 
called as well for the “establishment of a state of law; the granting of public 
freedoms; the recognition of political and intellectual pluralism, freedom of 
assembly, the press, and of expression” and an end to all forms of censor- 
ship. By promulgating the Statement of 99, the signers put the issue of polit- 
ical reform squarely on the agenda for public discussion. They also sought 
simultaneously to test and to bolster what they saw as Bashar al-Asad’s 
reformist proclivities. (For text of the Statement of 99 and the subsequent 
Statement of 1,000, see appendix B.) 
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These were potentially provocative public demands in the Syrian context, 
but the ninety-nine signers crafted their statement to minimize the risk of a 
harsh reaction from the regime. While emphasizing the importance of plu- 
ralism, they made no explicit demand for new political parties or for remov- 
ing the Ba‘th party’s privileged status; nor did the statement attack Bashar, 
his legitimacy, or the manner in which he came to power. None of the sig- 
natories had significant histories of antiregime activism; many were highly 
regarded intellectuals and public figures, such as Sadiq al-‘Azm and the poet 
Adonis, who had carved out individualized “public spaces” for themselves 
and had been tolerated by the regime over many years.'*! 

The publication of the Statement of 99 was a catalytic event that sparked 
a considerable increase in civil society activism in Syria. Informal political 
forums and discussion groups proliferated in Damascus and other Syrian 
cities. Some of these groups antedated the Damascus Spring, having origi- 
nated in the last few years of Hafiz al-Asad’s presidency, but the number of 
these civil society “cells” increased significantly during the last half of 2000. 
Many of these groups would eventually be loosely organized under the ru- 
bric of the Committees for the Revival of Civil Society in Syria (lijan ihy@ 
al-mujtama‘ al-madani fi suriya).'” Initially, Bashar seemed supportive of 
these developments. The new president reportedly told security officials 
who were concerned about these developments, “You have the right to know 
what these people are doing, but you can’t stop them from doing it.”!”? 

As the movement developed in the months following Bashar’s inaugura- 
tion, two distinct factions emerged. One was a relatively moderate camp, 
exemplified by the more prominent signers of the Statement of 99. The 
moderates sought, in effect, a tacit alliance with Bashar and other reform- 
minded actors in the regime to change the system gradually and from 
within. To encourage such an alliance, this camp was deliberately self- 
limiting in its aims, as the text of the Statement of 99 demonstrated.'” 

The other faction was more radical in its aims and tactics, taking the 
example of civil society activists in Eastern Europe before the collapse of the 
Soviet bloc as a model for its activities. Rather than seeking to test and chal- 
lenge Bashar’s reformist proclivities, this faction was out to challenge fun- 
damental pillars of the regime, based on an assessment that the system was 
incapable of reforming itself and had to be confronted directly by a broad- 
based popular movement. Within this wing, one should include, most 
prominently, the dissident parliamentarian Riyad Sayf, who was a major 
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player in the proliferation of discussion forums during the early months of 
Bashar’s presidency through his leadership of the National Dialogue Forum. 
Sayf founded another organization, the Friends of Civil Society (ansar al- 
mujtama‘ al-madani), in August 2000 and used it as a platform to announce 
plans for an independent political party, to be called the Party for Social 
Peace (hizb al-salam al-ijtima‘l), in January 2001.’ 

One should also include ‘Aref Dalilah in the radical camp. Once restored 
to public life, the economist proved to be not simply another advocate of 
market-oriented reforms; his agenda was as much political as economic. In 
October 2000 Dalilah published an editorial in the state-run al-Thawra 
arguing that one-party rule was “no longer effective” and had to change if 
economic reform were to succeed.'”° Ultimately, Bashar would cut Dalilah 
adrift as the rehabilitated academic’s positions grew too radical for the pres- 
ident to defend. Among the radicals, one should include as well Muhammad 
Sawwan, a former member of a National Progressive Front constituent 
party, who launched the Gathering for Democracy and Unity (al-tajammu‘ 
min ajli al-dimugqratiya wa al-wahda) in early 2001.'”” 

The turning point in the Damascus Spring came with the publication of 
the so-called Statement of 1,000, prepared by civil society activists as a 
follow-on to the Statement of 99. The drafting of the Statement of 1,000 was 
reportedly very contentious within the civil society movement, reflecting 
the movement’s bifurcation; the text was leaked prematurely to a Lebanese 
daily before all 1,000 of the intended signatories had in fact signed on.'** 
The published text of the Statement of 1,000 is a significantly more radical 
document than its predecessor, explicitly calling for an end to the leading 
role of the Ba‘th party in Syria’s political life and the creation of a multiparty 
democracy. 

Publication of the Statement of 1,000 prompted the beginnings of a con- 
certed counterattack on the civil society movement by regime hard-liners, 
later described by civil society activists as the Damascus Winter that ended the 
Damascus Spring. With the premature publication of the statement, the more 
radical wing of the civil society movement overplayed its hand, giving regime 
hard-liners a pretext to crack down.’” Bashar, in the end, did little to resist this 
counterattack; indeed, at times, he legitimized it by making public statements 
cautioning against the excesses of unrestrained activism for reform.'*° 

Over the course of 2001 and continuing into 2002, the regime took a 
number of steps to curtail the activities of the civil society movement and 
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roll back other manifestations of liberalization.'*' In February 2001, for 
example, the government began shutting down meetings of civil society 
forums. In May 2001 Mahmud Salameh was dismissed as editor-in-chief of 
al-Thawra.'» After several months of government pressure and harassment 
starting in the spring of 2001, al-Dommari suspended publication in Janu- 
ary 2002.'°° In September 2001 Riyad Sayf and another dissident parlia- 
mentarian, Ma’mun al-Homsi, were arrested; they were eventually sen- 
tenced to prison terms in the summer of 2002.4 ‘Aref Dalilah was also 
arrested in September 2001, tried, and sent to jail in 2002 for his advocacy 
of independent political parties.'** Several other prominent figures—in- 
cluding officers in the Committees for the Defense of Democratic Freedoms 
and Human Rights and the Syrian Human Rights Committee—in the civil 
society movement were likewise arrested, tried, and sentenced to prison, as 
was the Syrian Communist Party—Political Bureau chief, Riyad al-Turk.'** In 
the summer of 2002, arrest warrants were issued for the top leaders of the 
Syrian Human Rights Committee, forcing the committee to relocate to Lon- 
don, where it continues to operate.'*” 


Renewing Gradualist Reform 


The suppression of the Damascus Spring remains an important reason 
for the widespread disappointment with Bashar al-Asad as a potential 
reformer in Syria’s political life. It is frequently argued that, with the turn 
away from fundamental political change, Bashar implicitly adopted a Chi- 
nese model of reform, in which economic modernization would clearly pre- 
cede political liberalization.'** From this perspective, the best interpretation 
that could be offered about Bashar as a potential agent for political reform 
is that he has tried to position himself in the middle of Syria’s political spec- 
trum, as an advocate of evolutionary change in between the extremes of the 
“continuist” old guard and the civil society movement’s radical innova- 
tors.'°? This means that no significant changes in the Syrian political system 
can or will take place in the foreseeable future, although certain improve- 
ments in the overall political climate may be felt. 

Much in this perspective seems inarguably valid. Certainly, Bashar is 
unable or unwilling to force a confrontation with the old guard and other 
elements of the establishment in the way that would be required to bring 
about a bold and systematic transformation of Syrian politics. But, in sub- 
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tle ways, Bashar has continued to show an appreciation of the need for the 
gradual empowerment of civil society alongside the pursuit of economic 
reform, and he has worked to plant seeds that might one day grow into a 
genuine reform-oriented civil society network in Syria. Perhaps the most 
notable of these seeds is Bashar’s encouragement of a fledgling movement 
for nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) in Syria. This approach cer- 
tainly fits his interest in promoting a more entrepreneurial private sector 
and increasing the appeal of nonsectarian and nonethnic identities. 

For the most part, these new NGOs fit the definition of a GONGO—a 
government-sponsored NGO. Even today, Syria has no law regulating the 
activities of NGOs; groups that want to organize private citizens for various 
types of social activism and advocacy must register under the charities law 
and seek government approval for their work. Nevertheless, since mid-2003 
more than twenty such groups have appeared.'*° Not surprisingly, the groups 
that have been permitted to organize have agendas that are compatible with 
Bashar’s overall approach to social reform. Some of the groups have a specific 
issue focus, such as environmental protection or wildlife preservation. Oth- 
ers, though, are explicitly focused on laying the foundations for a more 
robust and entrepreneurial private sector. In this category, one should 
include the Fund for the Integrated Rural Development of Syria (FIRDOS), 
which was founded under the patronage of Asma al-Asad.'*' FIRDOS runs 
microcredit programs in an expanding swath of rural Syria. Other recently 
founded NGOs focused on entrepreneurial development are an organiza- 
tion known as Modernizing and Activating Women’s Role in Economic 
Development (MAWRED), which was also started under the patronage of 
Asma al-Asad, and the Syrian Young Entrepreneurs Association." 

In encouraging the development of a fledgling NGO movement, Bashar 
has drawn on the resources of the Syrian-European Business Centre. Since 
the crackdown that ended the Damascus Spring, the center’s work in sup- 
porting entrepreneurial initiatives has extended to the nurturing of NGOs 
that are focused on developing more effective private sector actors. Since her 
arrival in Damascus as Syria’s first lady, Asma al-Asad has become a high- 
level champion of the SEBC’s activities, providing a direct link for the cen- 
ter and its Syrian associates with the presidential palace.'*° 

At the same time that Bashar has encouraged the growth of GONGOs in 
Syria, there has been an expansion of what might be described as “true” 
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NGOs—organizations that are not requesting registration with the state 
under the charities law. While some of these groups fit the model of tradi- 
tional charities, a number are devoted, in various ways, to cultivating the 
conditions for more liberal politics in Syria. One example of such an orga- 
nization is the recently launched Tharwa (Wealth) Project, which is devoted 
to encouraging serious discussion of minority rights issues, surely a critical 
subject for any prospective process of democratization in Syria.“ 

At the same time that Bashar has sought to use a possible association 
agreement with the EU as a prospective lever to intensify the pace of eco- 
nomic reform, he seems to have similar ambitions for using such an agree- 
ment to facilitate political liberalization in Syria. Syrian civil society activists 
are cautiously optimistic about the potential social and political benefits of 
an association agreement between Syria and the EU.'* In the negotiations 
between Syria and the EU that produced a draft agreement in December 
2003, Damascus accepted explicit language committing it to social and 
political liberalization. Civil society activists believe that this language could 
provide the impetus for increasing press and media freedom and for the 
establishment of political parties outside the NPF. 

Another example of Bashar’s gradualist approach to the empowerment 
of civil society is his pursuit of significant reforms in Syrian higher educa- 
tion. Working through the moderately reformist president of Damascus 
University, Hani al-Murtada, Bashar encouraged the creation of the Syrian 
Virtual University, intended to connect Syrian students with professors and 
courses taught at universities around the region, in Europe, and in North 
America.'*° More strikingly, Bashar has opened the Syrian education sys- 
tem to the establishment of private universities; the first of these, Qalam- 
oun University, began operating in 2003.'47 While many problems remain 
in Syrian higher education, Bashar’s recent initiatives in this sphere reflect 
an ongoing commitment to the slow expansion of the social space in 
Syria.'8 

Bashar’s approach to the emergence of civil society in Syria since the 
Damascus Winter would seem to provide another body of evidence that he 
is committed to a gradualist model of reform. But some observers have 
questioned whether Bashar and the fledgling civil society movement may be 
facing another backlash from the old guard, similar to the one that ended 
the Damascus Spring. From this perspective, the official harassment of 
artist-entrepreneur and gallery owner Issa Touma during 2004 and the 
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arrest of the intellectual and social critic Nabil Fayyad in September 2004 
portend another crackdown by the security apparatus.” 

Certainly the potential for a backlash from the old guard and security 
establishment is real. No doubt the old guard was concerned about U.S. and 
French efforts in the summer and fall of 2004 to ratchet up international 
pressure on Syria over its military presence and hegemonic position in 
Lebanon. The security establishment may also have been concerned about 
an increased diffusion of jihadist sentiment in Syria as a result of U.S. mili- 
tary action in Iraq and about the potential for trouble among Syrian Kurds 
signaled by the Kurdish riots in northeastern Syria in 2003. These factors 
may have provided the rationale for official heavy-handedness in the cases 
of Touma and Fayyad. 

But it is not clear that these recent actions have thrown Bashar off his 
chosen course in a decisive way. Some observers argue that the appointment 
of Ghazi Kana‘an as interior minister is additional evidence that the old 
guard is reasserting itself. But it would seem just as plausible that Kana‘an’s 
appointment reflects Bashar’s interest in elevating an internal security boss 
who can satisfy the imperative to maintain order when Syria’s regional posi- 
tion is under pressure, while doing so in a relatively sophisticated manner 
that may allow the new architecture of civil society to remain in place. In 
this regard, shortly after Kana‘an’s appointment, rumors of the impending 
restructuring of Syria’s security and intelligence apparatus began to appear 
in the Arab press and Syrian opposition publications. According to the 
oppositionist online daily Akhbar al-Shargq, Kana‘an planned to force into 
early retirement “tens” of high-ranking officers in the security and police 
organs. Those to be dismissed are said to be the holdouts who refuse to go 
along with the interior minister’s bid to unify the security services around 
Bashar’s new reformist line.'*° Another sign of change in the security appa- 
ratus was Asif Shawkat’s elevation to deputy to Syrian Military Intelligence 
Director Hassan al-Khalil. Khalil retired in February 2005, paving the way 
for Shawkat’s succession.’”! 

Similarly, the same cabinet reshuffle that placed Kana‘an at the interior 
ministry also brought Mehdi Dakhlallah into the government as minister of 
information. As editor-in-chief of the ruling party daily, al-Ba‘th, Dakhlal- 
lah authored editorials in 2003-04 calling for a reduction in the role and 
influence of the Ba‘th party and championing Bashar’s gradualist approach 
to reform.'” Dakhlallah ushered in an immediate change in tone in the 
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regime’s reaction to criticism, going so far as to appear on a live al-Jazeera 
television program to answer questions posed by Syrian oppositionists liv- 
ing in exile and members of the Lebanese opposition.'* An even greater 
surprise was the appearance in the state-run Tishrin newspaper of a satiri- 
cal editorial mocking the security services’ treatment of prisoners.'** Dakh- 
lallah’s appointment signaled a continuation of Bashar’s efforts to reformu- 
late the role of the Ba‘th party in Syrian politics and society, which would be 
an important stepping-stone toward deeper and more genuine political 
reform. 

At the same time that Bashar was carrying out this cabinet reshuffle, he 
also took some other small steps toward a still very limited political liberal- 
ization. In the summer of 2003, the Ba‘th Party announced that it would no 
longer interfere in the day-to-day running of the country.’ In October 
2004 the National Progressive Front charter was amended to allow new (but 
still politically tame) parties to come under the Front’s umbrella.'*° 

It would seem, then, that the jury is still out about Bashar’s gradualist 
approach to internal reform. Given Bashar’s professed ambitions and his 
self-acknowledged constraints, implementation of a gradualist agenda for 
economic and social modernization is likely to take years—probably a 
decade or more. But in light of Syria’s increasingly problematic strategic 
situation, it is questionable whether its leader has that kind of time. Even 
within that time frame, Bashar recognizes that he cannot achieve his policy 
goals for reforming Syria without a substantial measure of international 
assistance and support. And, when the old guard and the security establish- 
ment feel that Syria’s regional position is under pressure, they are likely to 
react in ways that engender additional resistance within the system to 
Bashar’s gradualist agenda. Thus, perhaps the most overarching challenge 
facing Bashar is managing Syria’s external environment. Bashar’s handling 
of Syria’s foreign relations is the focus of the next chapter. 


CHAPTER FOUR 


Bashar and Syria's Place 
in the Regional Order 


rotecting Syria’s place in the regional order has been particularly try- 
ing for Bashar during the initial years of his presidency. The first four 
and a half years of his tenure were a period of tumult and strategic 
fluctuation unusual even by Middle Eastern standards. Navigating these 
stormy waters was bound to be a special challenge for a new national leader. 
The major threads of Syrian foreign policy are, of course, Lebanon, the 
Arab-Israeli arena, the regional balance, and relations with the United 
States. Before examining how Bashar has handled these aspects of Syria’s 
external relations, however, this chapter looks first at Bashar’s preparation 
for handling them in his presidency, including the initial image he sought to 
project as a fledgling statesman, and the challenging realities he confronted 
upon assuming office. 


Image and Reality 


As noted in chapter 2, Hafiz al-Asad left his son a fairly well-elaborated 
script for handling Syria’s external relations, one rooted in the elder Asad’s 
three decades of experience as a national leader and a recognized player in 
regional affairs. Over the course of his grooming for the presidency, Bashar 
had been increasingly exposed to and involved in his father’s management 
of Syria’s diplomatic and national security posture—in effect, learning the 
script from the author himself. 
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It is possible to date the beginning of Bashar’s engagement with foreign 
affairs and national security to a point no later than the end of 1998, when 
he was given responsibility for day-to-day management of the critical 
Lebanon file. (Bashar took over this account from Vice President ‘Abd al- 
Halim al-Khaddam, who had been Hafiz al-Asad’s point man on the issue 
for almost twenty years.)'! Between 1995, when Bashar emerged as a poten- 
tial successor, and late 1998, his education in Lebanese affairs included 
meetings with a range of Lebanese political figures, including Hizballah’s 
secretary general Hassan Nasrallah.* As Bashar assumed increasing respon- 
sibility for the Lebanon file over the course of 1998, he blended his handling 
of Lebanese issues with his already established anticorruption initiative. A 
number of the targets of Bashar’s campaign had long-standing ties with 
Lebanese prime minister Rafiq al-Hariri and had grown rich through their 
dealings with the billionaire politician.’ Bashar’s pursuit of these targets also 
had the effect of undercutting Hariri, whose removal from power had be- 
come a Syrian objective. 

Bashar’s involvement in other regional issues apparently accelerated dur- 
ing 1999 and the first half of 2000. In February 1999, for example, he trav- 
eled to Amman to pay a condolence call on King Abdallah in the wake of 
King Hussein’s death the preceding month.’ The heir apparent also began 
occasionally to meet foreign leaders visiting Damascus. There is no indica- 
tion, however, that Bashar ever assumed a role in Syria’s peace process diplo- 
macy before becoming president.’ 

Whereas on the domestic scene Bashar cultivated an image of someone 
interested in change and reform, when it came to foreign policy, he pro- 
jected an image of someone who would maintain his father’s course on 
major issues. When he assumed the presidency, Bashar stressed publicly 
the importance of continuity in Syrian foreign policy. He retained his 
father’s long-serving vice president and foreign minister, both of whom 
had been directly involved in Hafiz al-Asad’s conduct of Syria’s external 
relations. Bashar’s inaugural address is striking in that in the first half of 
the speech dealing with domestic, economic, and political issues, the new 
president emphasized the necessity of improving Syria’s performance and 
updating outmoded ideas and practices (while admittedly avoiding 
specifics about how far such updating might go). In the second half of the 
speech, however, dealing with regional and international affairs, he stressed 
the strategic, legal, and moral soundness of the policies pursued by his 
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father on major issues such as peace with Israel and Syrian-Lebanese rela- 
tions and vowed to preserve the “principles of international legitimacy” 
underlying them.° 

But, in the period surrounding Bashar’s accession, Syria’s strategic envi- 
ronment shifted in ways that strained the applicability of Hafiz’s script to 
the challenges confronting the new president. Indeed, since the beginning 
of his tenure, Bashar has been forced to adapt his father’s national security 
script to rapidly changing circumstances. Throughout his presidency, 
Bashar has maintained the same broad strategic and foreign policy objec- 
tives that his father had but has had to adjust many established tactical 
approaches. How well Bashar does at making these adjustments is as much 
a test of his leadership as is his engagement with Syria’s many internal 
problems. 


A Changing Strategic Environment 


Syria’s strategic environment began to shift in important ways even before 
Bashar succeeded his father. In March 2000, two months before Hafiz al- 
Asad’s death, the Syrian track of the peace process effectively collapsed at the 
Clinton-Asad summit in Geneva, removing the principal framework for 
structuring Syria’s relations with Israel and the United States. In May 2000, 
just weeks before the elder Asad died, Israel withdrew its military forces 
from southern Lebanon.’ A month after that, in June 2000, the United 
Nations Security Council certified that Israel had complied with Security 
Council Resolution 425 by withdrawing completely from Lebanon, under- 
cutting a critical element of traditional Syrian strategy for both the Leba- 
nese and Arab-Israeli arenas.* (Syria and Lebanon, of course, claimed that 
the Israeli withdrawal was incomplete as long as Israeli forces remained in a 
twenty-five-kilometer square area called the Sheba‘a Farms, which Lebanon 
claimed as part of its historical territory. The Security Council rejected that 
claim, endorsing Israel’s position that this territory was historically Syrian, 
and thus fell under the purview of UN Security Resolution 242, which gov- 
erned the Israeli-Syrian conflict, rather than resolution 425.)° In September 
2000, just three months after Hafiz’s death and two months after Bashar’s 
inauguration, the Intifada al-Aqsa erupted, which added layers of challenge 
and complexity to the new president’s handling of Arab-Israeli matters and 
Syria’s regional stance. 
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Syria’s strategic environment was also affected by political changes in the 
United States and Israel. In January 2001 President George W. Bush took 
office in the United States. While Bush’s arrival was initially viewed posi- 
tively in many Arab capitals, including Damascus, as the beginning of a 
return to the policies of President George H. W. Bush, it would soon become 
apparent that the son’s administration had an approach to the region very 
different from that of either his father’s administration or the Clinton 
administration. Shortly after Bush’s inauguration, Ariel Sharon became 
prime minister of Israel.'° Sharon’s personal history and his strategic out- 
look posed additional difficulties for Syria’s relations with Israel and, by 
extension, with the United States. 

And, of course, a little more than a year after Bashar’s inauguration, the 
September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks and the launch of a U.S.-led global war 
on terror would have a dramatic impact on Syria’s strategic environment. 
The elevated importance of terror and “rogue regimes” in U.S. foreign policy 
would heighten tensions between Damascus and Washington over Syria’s 
status as a state sponsor of terrorism that was also pursuing weapons of mass 
destruction. As the war on terror moved from Afghanistan to Iraq, the Bush 
administration’s military campaign to unseat Saddam Hussein would pose 
unprecedented challenges to Syria’s established strategy for protecting its 
regional position. 

Thus, even though Bashar was inclined to emphasize continuity in Syria’s 
foreign policy to a greater extent than in domestic affairs, events have com- 
pelled him to adapt established policy to new circumstances. And, even 
though Bashar has retained key players in the conduct of Syria’s foreign pol- 
icy from his father’s inner circle, the new president has sought to develop an 
alternative network of advisers to help him make sense of the new circum- 
stances and develop appropriate policy responses. 

In developing this alternative advisory network for foreign affairs, Bashar 
has seemed motivated by an interest in avoiding complete dependence on 
Foreign Minister Faruq al-Shar‘ for information and advice. Early in his 
presidency, Bashar elevated the status of Deputy Foreign Minister Walid al- 
Mu“allim. A career diplomat, Mu‘allim was for many years Hafiz al-Asad’s 
ambassador to the United States, including at the height of the peace process. 
During his service in Washington, Mu‘allim developed a reputation as some- 
one committed to improved relations and greater strategic cooperation 
between the United States and Syria. He was brought back to Damascus in 
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1999 and appointed deputy foreign minister in the aftermath of emergency 
surgery in October 1999 on Shar‘ for an aortic aneurysm; Mu“‘allim’s return 
to the Foreign Ministry was, in large part, meant to ease the foreign minister’s 
burden of work. After Bashar’s accession to the presidency, Mu‘allim became 
a higher-profile interlocutor on relations with the United States, although his 
bureaucratic subordination to Shar‘ limited his direct access to the president. 
In 2003, following the Iraq war, Bashar retired the other deputy foreign min- 
ister, Sulayman Haddad, establishing Mu‘allim as the clear number two fig- 
ure at the Foreign Ministry. Intermittent speculation continues in Damascus 
that Bashar will retire Shar‘ and replace him with Mu“‘allim. 

Buthayna Sha‘ban has emerged as an even more important adviser to 
the new president on international affairs. Sha‘ban, who earned a Ph.D. in 
English literature from the University of Leeds and still holds an appoint- 
ment as an English professor at Damascus University, was for many years 
the head of foreign media relations at the Foreign Ministry and Hafiz 
al-Asad’s personal translator. After Bashar’s accession, she quickly became 
identified as part of Bashar’s personal network and was soon marked as a 
rival to Shar‘ As part of Bashar’s ongoing effort to revamp the Syrian bureau- 
cracy, Sha‘ban personally oversaw a model, meritocratic recruitment effort to 
bring a crop of Syria’s most talented university students into positions in her 
department at the Foreign Ministry, the prime minister’s office, and the pres- 
idency itself."' In 2003 Bashar elevated Sha‘ban to the cabinet, naming her to 
the newly created position of minister of expatriates. This role gives Sha‘ban 
ample justification to travel abroad on the president’s behalf, and she may be 
establishing herself as a de facto alternative foreign minister. 

One should take note of the recent career of “Imad Mustafa, currently 
Syria’s ambassador in Washington. Mustafa, who holds a Ph.D. in computer 
science from the University of Surrey in the United Kingdom, was a profes- 
sor at Damascus University and became acquainted with Bashar in the late 
1990s as a member of the Syrian Computer Society’s executive board. Dur- 
ing the first year of his presidency, Bashar personally tapped Mustafa to serve 
as the founding dean of a new information sciences faculty at the university. 
In early 2003, Bashar—over what well-placed Syrians have described as 
strong opposition by Shar‘—installed Mustafa, who had no experience in 
the Foreign Ministry, as deputy chief of mission at the Syrian Embassy in 
Washington, with the clear intention of making Mustafa the next Syrian 
ambassador to the United States. In August 2003, Bashar recalled the incum- 
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bent ambassador, an unimpressive career diplomat, elevating Mustafa to the 
status of chargé d’affaires. Mustafa ultimately presented his credentials to 
President Bush as Syria’s ambassador to the United States in April 2004. 

More recently, Bashar has applied the “Mustafa model” to other key 
ambassadorial appointments. In 2004 Bashar went outside the Foreign 
Ministry to name a dozen new ambassadors in important posts, including 
Sami al-Khiami as Syria’s ambassador to the United Kingdom. The new 
appointees were uniformly individuals with outstanding educational and 
professional credentials and experience who spoke the language of the posts 
they were taking. Many, like Khiami, had personal ties to Bashar. Certainly, 
these appointments broke established norms for ambassadorial assign- 
ments in the Syrian system. 

But to what extent does the ascent of figures like Mu‘allam, Sha‘ban, and 
Mustafa reflect a different course for Syrian foreign policy? In particular, to 
what extent do these figures have a different sense, relative to the old guard, 
of how best to protect Syria’s position in the region? At a minimum, the 
leaders of Bashar’s alternative advisory network for foreign policy share 
their leader’s sense that Syria needs a better relationship with the United 
States, for strategic reasons as well as to support progress on internal 
reform. Certainly, these players are bound, like Bashar, by the broad param- 
eters of Hafiz al-Asad’s script. Nevertheless they differ from the old guard in 
that they are more capable of realizing that Syria’s strategic situation has 
shifted in important ways since Hafiz al-Asad’s death and that, to protect 
Syrian interests, his script had to be adapted to changing circumstances. (In 
this regard, one could fairly characterize members of the old guard as 
“strategically autistic” in their seeming inability to recognize how the world 
changed on September 11, 2001, in ways significant for Syria.) 

Thus, there is an appreciable “old guard vs. younger generation” dynamic 
on foreign policy issues. The real test of Bashar’s stewardship of Syria’s 
national security and regional standing is his handling of the four major 
foreign policy threads—Lebanon, the Arab-Israeli arena, the regional bal- 
ance, and relations with Washington. 


Lebanon 


Bashar came to office at a period of striking fluidity in Lebanon’s external 
and internal situation. Externally, many of the aforementioned shifts in 
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Syria’s strategic environment held significant implications for the Syrian 
position in Lebanon, putting palpable stress on Hafiz al-Asad’s established 
formula for maintaining Syrian hegemony there. Beyond these external 
environmental shifts, the elder Asad’s formula for preserving Syria’s posi- 
tion in Lebanon was further stressed by two developments in Lebanese 
internal politics. 

The first of these developments was an intensification of public discus- 
sion and criticism of the Syrian role in Lebanon following Israel’s with- 
drawal in June 2000 from the south. Since the signing of the Taif Accord 
in 1989, calls to oust the Syrian military presence came most frequently 
from within Lebanon’s Maronite Christian community, with the newspaper 
al-Nahar serving as the traditional mouthpiece for the expression of 
Maronite grievances.’ In the aftermath of the Israeli pullout, Lebanese 
opposition to the Syrian presence became more vocal, especially among 
Maronites.'* This spurred a more intense public discussion of Syria’s role in 
Lebanon than at any time since the signing of the Ta’ if Accord.“ 

The second political development that potentially complicated Bashar’s 
management of Syria’s Lebanese interests was the return of Rafiq al-Hariri 
as prime minister of Lebanon in October 2000.'° During Hariri’s first stint 
in office, starting in 1992, Damascus had become concerned that he was 
developing his own channels to the United States and other Western pow- 
ers (most notably France), bypassing the foreign minister and other pro- 
Syrian officials tied to the Lebanese presidency.'® Under Syrian pressure, 
Lebanese president Emile Lahud accepted Hariri’s threat-cum-offer of res- 
ignation when Lahud took office in December 1998. But Hariri was by no 
means a spent force in Lebanese politics. Using his status as de facto leader 
of the opposition in parliament and his considerable personal fortune, 
Hariri carefully prepared the ground for a political comeback. In this he was 
helped by the decline of the Lebanese economy under Lahud and Hariri’s 
replacement, Salim al-Huss; Hariri may even have used his personal for- 
tune to precipitate an exchange rate crisis in early 2000 that boosted his 
political standing. By the August-September 2000 parliamentary elections, 
Hariri’s return as prime minister was all but assured. Bashar and the lead- 
ership in Damascus knew that they would have to deal with a powerful per- 
sonality as prime minister in Beirut, an ambitious political actor not entirely 
under Syrian control. 
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Managing the Occupation 


Against this backdrop of strategic and political shifts in the Lebanese 
arena, Bashar had to adapt the foreign policy script for Lebanon to manage 
the Syrian occupation following the Israeli withdrawal and ensure his coun- 
try’s dominant role in Lebanese politics.'7 As president, Bashar has made 
adjustments to the approach he inherited from his father. Notably, he has 
tried to assuage and contain anti-Syrian sentiment in Lebanon while pre- 
venting the emergence of any truly independent power center there.'® 

To this end, on a seemingly positive note, Bashar has continued his 
father’s practice of reducing the number of Syrian soldiers stationed in 
Lebanon. Indeed, Bashar has intensified and accelerated this process, order- 
ing six separate withdrawals of Syrian forces since becoming president.’ In 
February 2001, in an interview with the London-based regional daily al- 
Sharq al-Awsat, Bashar defended the Syrian military presence in Lebanon, 
arguing that Syrian troops were in Lebanon on two missions: to restore 
“civil peace,” in accordance with the mandate Damascus received in the Ta if 
Accord; and to respond to the situation of “no peace and no war” with 
Israel. Neither of those missions had been accomplished, according to 
Bashar, and he declined to commit to a withdrawal of Syrian forces from 
Lebanon, even if peace with Israel were achieved.” But, by reducing and 
redeploying Syrian forces in Lebanon, Bashar was able to lower Syria’s pro- 
file somewhat and minimize the most obvious manifestation of Syrian 
hegemony for most Lebanese, especially in the Maronite community.”' At 
least until 2005 he could also claim that he was making progress in imple- 
menting the provisions of the Taif Accord dealing with the disposition of 
Syrian military forces in Lebanon, while fostering an image of allowing the 
Lebanese a measure of greater autonomy in managing their own affairs. 

Bashar sought to bolster this more benign face of Syrian hegemony with 
other conciliatory moves. In the run-up to the August-September 2000 par- 
liamentary elections in Lebanon, Bashar initiated an intensified dialogue 
between Syrian officials and Maronite leaders. As a result, the clerical estab- 
lishment publicly opposed a Christian boycott of the elections, and a num- 
ber of traditional Maronite politicians who had stayed out of the 1992 and 
1996 polls participated in the 2000 elections. Bashar also cut deals with sev- 
eral prominent Maronite opponents of the Syrian occupation, allowing 
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them to return to Lebanon from exile in France in exchange for their silence 
on political matters (a bargain that lasted only for a short while). In the end, 
as two critics of the Syrian occupation have written, the new Syrian presi- 
dent “managed to square a very difficult circle: ensuring the election of pro- 
Syrian elites while cultivating the illusion of a free and fair electoral pro- 
cess.”** Bashar’s highest-profile gesture to Lebanese sensibilities was his state 
visit to Beirut in March 2002, the first such visit by a Syrian president since 
Hafiz al-Asad traveled there in 1975. 

On closer examination, however, the diminution in Syrian control over 
Lebanese affairs seems more apparent than real. Bashar has balanced the 
reduction in Syrian troops with an increase in the number of Syrian intelli- 
gence personnel stationed in Lebanon; some Lebanese claim that the num- 
ber of Syrian intelligence personnel in Lebanon has actually increased dur- 
ing Bashar’s presidency.”* Indeed, during the post-Taif period, Syrian 
Military Intelligence cadres in Lebanon have arguably been more important 
to the maintenance (or possible expansion) of Syrian dominance there than 
the presence of Syrian soldiers; in this regard, Bashar’s shift in the ratio of 
overt to covert Syrian operators should not be taken to represent a watering 
down of his father’s determination to remain on top in Lebanon.** The 
expansion of the Syrian intelligence apparatus in Lebanon has been accom- 
panied by what could be interpreted as a more authoritarian posture on the 
part of the Lebanese security and intelligence services, with a particular 
focus on radical Maronite elements and Sunni Islamists. This more aggres- 
sive stance clearly had Syria’s backing.’° 


Playing Politics 


Politically, Bashar was intent on containing the influence of Prime Min- 
ister Hariri to ensure that the Lebanese leader did not embark on strategic 
initiatives that could enhance Lebanon’s autonomy at Syria’s expense. Under 
Bashar’s leadership, the Syrian government employed several tactics for this 
purpose. First, Bashar facilitated Hizballah’s further ascendance on the 
Lebanese political scene as a counterweight to Hariri.” Hizballah’s rise re- 
flected, in part, its increased stature in Lebanon and across the region fol- 
lowing what was widely perceived in the Arab world as the group’s success 
in driving the Israel Defense Forces off occupied Arab land. But, in contrast 
to his father’s suppression of Hizballah’s political status in 1996, following a 
similar upsurge in the group’s popularity in the aftermath of Israel’s Oper- 
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Hassan Nasrallah on sale in Damascus in May 2004. (© Khaled al-Hariri/Reuters/Corbis) 


ation Grapes of Wrath, Bashar allowed Hizballah to create its own “Hizbal- 
lahland” in southern Lebanon following the Israeli withdrawal.” 

Since the IDF pullout, Hizballah has used its territorial base in the south 
as a platform for mobilizing popular support not only in that region, but in 
other parts of Lebanon as well.”* In its quest for greater political standing, 
Hizballah has consistently enjoyed the support of the new Syrian president. 
Bashar apparently calculates that Hizballah’s increased popularity makes the 
group a useful ally in his approach to managing the Lebanese political arena. 
It also seems evident that Bashar respects what he views as Hassan Nasrallah’s 
leadership qualities and accomplishments.” In his February 8, 2001, inter- 
view with al-Sharg al-Awsat, Bashar clearly implied that Hizballah had 
become part of the Lebanese structure of governance, noting that decisions 
about continuing attacks against Israeli targets from Lebanese territory after 
the IDF withdrawal had to be taken “through coordination between the state 
and its institutions, including the army and the Lebanese resistance”—that 
is, Hizballah. (Hizballah’s political ascendancy was in many ways a comple- 
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ment to Bashar’s efforts to alter and regulate the group’s paramilitary posture 
toward Israel and in the region more generally in light of Syria’s shifting 
strategic environment; these efforts are discussed later in the chapter.) 

Bashar also sought to undermine Harir1’s political standing by bolstering 
the prime minister’s archrival, President Lahud. In the February 2001 inter- 
view with al-Shargq al-Awsat, Bashar seemed to respond to both Maronite 
critics of the Syrian presence and to supporters of Prime Minister Hariri by 
declaring that his partner in Syrian-Lebanese “joint decisionmaking” was 
Lahud, whom Bashar described as standing at the “top of the pyramid.” 

Similarly, the Syrian leadership under Bashar undermined Hariri’s stand- 
ing by supporting Lahud in blocking the prime minister’s policy initiatives. 
Since reassuming the prime minister’s post, Hariri had sought to imple- 
ment a renewed program for Lebanon’s economic recovery, a program pre- 
sented in outline to the so-called “Paris II” conference in November 2002. 
For two years after Paris II, however, Lahud—with Syrian backing—blocked 
most of Hariri’s policy proposals, such as privatizations. (To be sure, Lahud 
partisans defend the president’s actions by pointing to earlier charges of 
corruption and private profit-taking by Hariri and his associates during the 
prime minister’s earlier service.) 

Finally, Bashar did not hesitate to utilize more direct means to rein in 
Hariri when circumstances warranted. The Syrian president summoned 
the Lebanese prime minister to Damascus in early 2001, after Hariri’s pub- 
licly stated willingness to allow former president Jumayyil to return to 
Lebanon from exile in France put him fundamentally at odds with Syrian 
preferences. At their meeting, Bashar reportedly delivered a severe repri- 
mand to Hariri, who thereafter did not reiterate the position that had 
caused such anxiety in the Syrian capital.*! (Of course, in the end, Bashar 
struck his own deal with Jumayyil, but the episode underscored the Syrian 
leader’s determination not to let Hariri set the political agenda inside 
Lebanon.) Similarly, in April 2003, as the U.S. military campaign in Iraq 
was drawing to a close and Syria perceived a higher risk of U.S. action 
against its interests in the region, Damascus forced the resignation of the 
Lebanese cabinet, making sure that the successor body would have an even 
higher number of unquestionably reliable Syrian proxies to keep the prime 
minister in check.*” 

The confrontation between Bashar and Hariri came to a head in the fall 
of 2004, when the Syrian leader supported an extension of Lahud’s term as 
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president in defiance of Lebanese constitutional processes. As part of his 
efforts to assuage anti-Syrian sentiment in Lebanon, Bashar had apparently 
considered allowing Lahud to be replaced, in accordance with the Lebanese 
constitution, by another (presumably compliant) Maronite when the pres- 
idential term expired in November 2004.” But, in the face of increasing 
international criticism over Syrian hegemony in Lebanon, Bashar—perhaps 
under pressure from the old guard or the security establishment not to risk 
Syrian control in Lebanon at a critical moment—opted to stick with 
Lahud.* At Syria’s urging, Lebanese authorities amended the constitution in 
September 2004 to extend Lahud’s term in office for three years. 

Syria’s determinative role in Lahud’s extension prompted the UN 
Security Council to adopt resolution 1559 in September 2004, calling 
on Damascus to remove its troops from Lebanon and stop its interference 
in Lebanese affairs (see appendix C). This set in motion a dramatic se- 
quence of events that is still being played out as this book goes to press. In 
the aftermath of the resolution’s passage, the Bush administration consid- 
ered freezing the assets of Lebanese and Syrian officials until Syrian forces 
were withdrawn. This, along with his frustration over Lahud’s extension, 
prompted Hariri (who reportedly had extensive financial holdings in the 
United States) to resign as prime minister in October 2004.°° He was 
replaced by Omar Karami. 

After his resignation, Hariri entered into discussions with the anti-Syrian 
opposition bloc in Lebanon’s parliament. On February 14, 2005, as he was 
apparently on the verge of publicly joining the opposition, Hariri was assas- 
sinated in Beirut. The assassination sparked a series of anti-Syrian and 
antigovernment protests on the streets of the Lebanese capital, leading to 
the resignation of the Karami government later that month. 

Thus, Bashar is facing an increasingly serious challenge to maintain 
Syria’s grip on the key levers of power and prevent the emergence of gen- 
uinely independent power centers. With or without a direct presence in 
Lebanon, however, Syria will likely continue to enjoy the support of a con- 
siderable swath of Lebanese society for its foreign policy prerogatives. The 
counterdemonstration on March 8, 2005, called for by Nasrallah and 
attended by an estimated half million people provides evidence for the 
demographic weight of Syria’s supporters in Lebanon, especially among the 
Shi‘a community. Nonetheless, Bashar’s efforts to adapt his father’s script to 
new realities in the Lebanese arena has (as is discussed below) set the stage 
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for increased tension in Syria's relations with the United States and some of 
its presumptive allies in Europe, especially France. 


The Arab-Israeli Arena 


The challenge of adapting Hafiz al-Asad’s script to changed circumstances 
was especially acute in the Arab-Israeli arena. When the succession oc- 
curred, the Syrian track of the peace process was in hiatus, and the govern- 
ment of Israeli prime minister Ehud Barak was focused on reaching a final- 
status deal with the Palestinians.** Bashar initially seemed to entertain the 
possibility of resuming negotiations with Barak. But he did not have suffi- 
cient time to explore that possibility before developments on the Palestin- 
ian track and in Israeli and U.S. politics foreclosed it indefinitely. 

Faced with an effective collapse of the Syrian track, Hafiz’s script would 
suggest that the new president continue developing Syria’s chemical weapon 
and ballistic missile capabilities as a strategic deterrent, something that 
Bashar has done. The script would further suggest the employment of tra- 
ditional tools, particularly Hizballah operations, to press Israel. Addition- 
ally, the script would suggest that Bashar use diplomatic means to signal to 
Israel and the United States the strategic costs of neglecting Syria’s needs 
and to forestall an erosion of regional and international support for Syria’s 
position on the basis of an acceptable peace settlement. 

But, as in the Lebanese arena, new realities in Syria’s strategic environ- 
ment made Bashar’s application of Hafiz’s script in the Arab-Israeli arena 
more difficult than either father or son probably had anticipated. This was 
particularly true with regard to using paramilitary and terrorist proxies to 
press Israel and managing Arab-Israeli diplomacy in the absence of a mean- 
ingful Syrian track. 


New Roles for Proxies 


The option of escalating Hizballah’s anti-Israel operations was compli- 
cated by the Israeli withdrawal from southern Lebanon and, after March 
2001, the arrival of an Israeli prime minister whose threshold for retaliating 
against Syrian interests in response to Hizballah provocations was likely to 
be lower than that of his predecessors. And, as the second intifada heated 
up, the new Syrian president had to balance the political imperative of sup- 
port for Palestinian resistance against a heightened risk of being drawn into 
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conflict with Israel. In light of these considerations, Bashar has had to adjust 
Syria’s “indirect support” for Hizballah and the various Palestinian rejec- 
tionist groups to which it has ties. Bashar has tried three alternative avenues 
to maintain the relevance of Syria’s ties to terrorist organizations: allowing 
these groups to continue applying pressure directly to Israel; encouraging 
them to involve themselves in the intifada; and—with specific reference 
to Hizballah—building up their military capabilities so that they could 
serve as a kind of “strategic deterrent” to Israeli military action against 
Syrian interests. 

APPLYING PRESSURE. Initially, Bashar seemed to want to find ways in 
which Hizballah, in particular, could keep playing its traditional role in Syr- 
ian strategy toward Israel—that is, pressing Israel, through the calibrated use 
of force, to engage politically with Damascus on terms acceptable to the Asad 
regime. At least prospectively, the Israeli withdrawal from southern Lebanon 
had devalued Syria’s Hizballah card.*’ Bashar apparently calculated that he 
needed to demonstrate the continuing viability of the threat posed along 
Israel’s northern border by Hizballah fighters who, after the IDF withdrawal, 
could come right up to the Blue Line demarcating the international border. 
This concern seemed particularly pressing as Bashar began to doubt the will- 
ingness of the outgoing Clinton administration to push for a resumption of 
Israeli-Syrian negotiations on terms acceptable to Damascus. 

Bashar’s interest in finding ways to continue playing his Hizballah card 
intersected with Hizballah’s own decision to continue the armed struggle 
against Israel.** In the summer and fall of 2000, Hizballah was feeling tri- 
umphant over the Israeli withdrawal, viewing it as a victory for its model of 
armed resistance.* After an internal debate over the group’s future course— 
whether to continue the fight against Israel or give up armed resistance and 
concentrate on political and social activities—Hizballah’s leadership clearly 
opted for what the group’s secretary general Nasrallah described as “com- 
pleting the liberation.” 

Thus, in the immediate aftermath of the withdrawal, both Syria and 
Hizballah calculated that they should continue taking the fight to Israel, and 
could do so with relative impunity. Some analysts interpret Bashar’s will- 
ingness to endorse ongoing direct action by Hizballah against Israeli targets 
as ideologically driven, reflecting both the Syrian president’s admiration for 
Hassan Nasrallah and a less calculating and risk averse approach than that 
of his late father.*! Jordanian, Saudi, and other Gulf Arab officials expressed 
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such concerns to U.S. officials, arguing that Bashar’s “embrace” of Hizbal- 
lah’s leader and his pan-Arab and pan-Islamic appeal was an indication of 
the new Syrian leader’s lack of judgment.” 

It is certainly true that Bashar has a genuine admiration for Nasrallah’s 
considerable skills and accomplishments. It is also true that Bashar has 
spent more time meeting with Nasrallah and other Hizballah officials than 
his father did. But a close examination of Hizballah’s activities since the fall 
of 2000 suggests that, when using the group in traditional ways proved 
overly risky, Bashar sought new ways to leverage Hizballah to advance long- 
established Syrian goals. In pursuing this course, the Syrian leader evinced 
no interest in precipitating anything approaching full-fledged war between 
Israel and Syria; indeed, to the contrary, he displayed an awareness of the 
unacceptable costs such an outcome would impose on Syria and his 
regime.” 

Given Bashar’s relative newness to the presidency and the seriousness of 
the challenges confronting him as a result of the shifting strategic environ- 
ment, it is hardly surprising that the adjustment process has entailed a con- 
siderable measure of trial and error. In particular, Bashar experienced a 
steep learning curve in determining whether and how he could continue to 
use Hizballah’s traditional paramilitary activities as a tool to press Israel. 
Nevertheless, whenever Bashar has gone too far in the operational scope he 
has afforded Hizballah, he has to date always managed to correct course suf- 
ficiently and in time to avoid an unwanted level of conflict with Israel. 

In the first phase of his learning curve regarding the use of Hizballah, 
Bashar sought to establish a framework for continued Hizballah operations 
against Israeli targets in a postwithdrawal environment.“ But Bashar and 
Hizballah leaders soon learned that they could not manage the risks of 
regional and international blowback from the group’s operations as easily as 
they had previously, particularly after Ariel Sharon took office as prime 
minister of Israel. 

In the face of an unexpectedly robust Israeli response to Hizballah provo- 
cations, including Israeli air strikes on Syrian targets in Lebanon, Bashar 
sought to reinstate the traditional rules of the game regulating military 
interactions between Israel and Hizballah.* In particular, Syrian officials 
sought to reaffirm the rules that had grown up around the April 1996 
understanding. Israel’s attack on the Syrian radar post in Lebanon in April 
2001 signaled Sharon’s intention to change the old rules, raising the chances 
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of an escalatory spiral between Israel and Syria. Damascus clearly hoped 
that the United States would prevail on Sharon not to change the rules of 
the Lebanese game in this way, in order to forestall the risk of escalation to 
a regional conflict.”° 

Bashar’s reaffirmation of the old rules of the game was tested in mid-May 
2001 with a Hizballah missile attack on an IDF border post in the Sheba‘a 
Farms area that produced no Israeli casualties. When Israel did not respond, 
it seemed to confirm an assessment in official Damascus that Sharon had 
abandoned his effort to define new rules for Israeli-Syrian interaction in 
the Lebanese theater. But this relatively optimistic view was short lived. Fol- 
lowing Hizballah attacks around Sheba‘a Farms in late June and July, Sharon 
responded by ordering the Israeli Air Force to attack another Syrian radar 
post in the Biga‘a. Concerned about the risk of much larger Israeli retalia- 
tion—and, after the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks in the United 
States, the risk of being caught on the wrong side of the Bush administra- 
tion’s war on terror—Syria endorsed a Hizballah stand-down in the late 
summer and early fall of 2001.” 

In the second phase of Bashar’s learning curve, Hizballah leaders and the 
Syrian president tried again to strike a proper balance between keeping up 
the fight against Israel and avoiding unwanted escalation. In October 2001 
Hizballah resumed limited attacks in the Sheba‘a Farms area.** From this 
relatively low base, Hizballah began to ratchet up the level of anti-Israeli 
operations, to see how far it could go and escape an overly punishing Israeli 
response.” 

With the rules of the game still uncertain, Israel, Hizballah, and Syria 
found themselves in a new escalatory spiral starting in March 2002. Early 
that month, Hizballah—undoubtedly with Syrian agreement—began send- 
ing Palestinian militants across the Blue Line to attack Israeli targets, osten- 
sibly as a way of manifesting solidarity with the ongoing intifada. The group 
also began to use Palestinian fighters to launch Katyusha rockets into north- 
ern Israel. On March 28, a day after the “Passover massacre” in Netanya, 
Israel launched Operation Defensive Shield, sending IDF formations deep 
into the West Bank and occupying virtually all major Palestinian population 
centers. In response, Hizballah launched an unprecedented series of attacks 
against Sheba‘a Farms, conducting fourteen separate operations in the space 
of two weeks. Israel responded to these provocations largely with artillery 
fire against Hizballah targets in southern Lebanon, but the odds of a large- 
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scale Israeli military operation into Lebanese territory were unquestionably 
growing.” It was this danger that prompted Secretary of State Colin Powell, 
on an April 2002 trip to the region to try to restart some sort of political 
process between Israel and the Palestinians, to make stops in Damascus and 
Beirut in an effort to break the escalatory spiral between Israel and Syria. 

Powell’s side trip brought one of the few successes on what was an oth- 
erwise frustrating journey for the secretary, and marked an important turn- 
ing point in the evolution of Hizballah’s operational posture toward Israel 
after the IDF withdrawal. *! Highlighting for Bashar the potential dangers of 
a regional conflict for Syrian interests, Powell was able to persuade the Syr- 
ian leader to restrain Hizballah’s attacks against Israeli targets. Following 
Powell’s meeting with Bashar, Hizballah did not carry out any operations 
against Israeli interests until five months later, in August 2002, when the 
group attacked an Israeli military outpost in the Sheba‘a Farms area. Since 
then, Hizballah has settled into a pattern of relatively small-scale attacks, 
fairly widely spaced in time, against Israeli targets in Sheba‘a Farms as well 
as small-scale retaliation against perceived Israeli provocations across the 
Blue Line.» (Antiaircraft fire by Hizballah against Israeli military aircraft 
continues to produce occasional casualties in civilian settlements in north- 
ern Israel.) 

Bashar obviously experienced a noticeable learning curve about the lim- 
its of the possible in that specific theater. He has not been able to prevent 
erosion in the value of Hizballah’s paramilitary activities as a source of 
leverage over Israel. Indeed, Hizballah has been largely stalemated with 
regard to the political and tactical effect of its operations directly targeting 
Israeli interests. The stalemate has occurred not only because changing 
strategic realities in the region raised the risks of escalation, but also because 
of diminishing support within Lebanon for the group’s anti-Israeli opera- 
tions, as the prospective costs of large-scale retaliation came to be recog- 
nized by more and more Lebanese.* At the same time, though, Bashar never 
pushed his tactical experiments with Hizballah beyond a point of no return. 
In the end, a new, if still tentative, equilibrium was established along Israel’s 
northern border. 

It would, of course, be imprudent to discount completely the possibility 
for deterioration in the security situation along the Blue Line and a further 
escalatory spiral in the future. The stalemate along the Blue Line is not guar- 
anteed; miscalculation by Hizballah or overreaction by Israel could start 
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another escalatory spiral.‘ As Bashar’s learning curve continues, steady U.S. 
management of the situation is required, including reminders to Bashar 
about the prospective costs to him and his regime that escalation to a 
regional conflict would pose.*° 

SUPPORTING THE PALESTINIAN CAUSE. Alongside his less-than- 
wholly-successful efforts to shore up Hizballah’s value as a paramilitary 
proxy, Bashar has sought to use the group to increase Syria’s influence on 
the Palestinian intifada.*° Bashar appeared to calculate that raising Syria’s 
profile in the context of the intifada would help him on several fronts: it 
would burnish his credentials as an Arab nationalist leader, bolster his pop- 
ular standing, potentially weaken Yasir Arafat’s standing as the preeminent 
Palestinian leader, and increase Syrian influence over Palestinian affairs. 
(Bashar may have assessed these considerations as being consistent with the 
script that he inherited from his father.) 

Here, too, Bashar’s calculations intersected with Hizballah’s internal de- 
liberations. In the aftermath of the IDF withdrawal, part of Hizballah’s 
internal debate about its future agenda focused on whether to provide active 
support to the Palestinian resistance. By early 2001 the group had clearly 
decided, as Nasrallah himself said later that year, “never to allow the Pales- 
tinians to fight alone.”*” 

Hizballah’s involvement in the Palestinian resistance has taken several 
forms. Well before the outbreak of the current intifada in September 2000, 
Hizballah was providing training at camps in Lebanon to Palestinian rejec- 
tionists opposed to the Oslo Accords between Israel and the PLO; this activ- 
ity has apparently increased since late 2000, to include cooperation with 
Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad. Hizballah also started supplying arms 
and military equipment to Palestinian rejectionists in the territories; the 
scope of these activities may be gauged by the scope of smuggling opera- 
tions that have been thwarted.** Most notoriously, Hizballah was involved in 
the Iranian-sponsored attempt to transport fifty tons of weaponry to Gaza 
on board the Karine-A in January 2002.” Hizballah also attempted to smug- 
gle Katyusha rockets to the West Bank through Jordan in early 2002.°° 

Beyond provision of training and supplies, Hizballah has sought to ex- 
tend its operational reach into the territories and into Israel proper. For 
example, the group has infiltrated operatives into the West Bank and Gaza 
to assist Hamas and Islamic Jihad; these operatives have also worked to set 
up Hizballah’s own recruiting network in the territories to enlist young 
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Palestinians for training at its Lebanese camps, presumably to return as ter- 
rorist operatives themselves.*' Analysts with contacts in Israeli security and 
intelligence circles claim that Hizballah also has organized a network of 
rogue Fatah Tanzim elements (a militant suborganization of the PLO’s 
dominant Fatah faction) in the West Bank.” In addition, Israeli authorities 
have uncovered cells of Israeli Arabs recruited by Hizballah for intelligence 
and terrorist missions.* 

The “Palestinianization” of Hizballah has been complemented during 
Bashar’s presidency by ongoing Syrian support for Palestinian rejectionists 
active in the intifada. Syria’s posture toward the Palestinian groups to 
which it has ties is discussed later, but it is worth noting here that Bashar 
has tried to follow his father’s script on this point as well, seeking to derive 
leverage and enhanced popular standing from continued indirect support 
for organizations like Hamas and Islamic Jihad while controlling the risks 
of escalation. 

Arguably, however, the Palestinianization of Hizballah and ongoing Syr- 
ian ties to rejectionist groups pose bigger escalatory risks than Hizballah 
operations along the Blue Line. As Israel’s air strike in October 2003 against 
a (probably abandoned) Palestinian rejectionist training camp in Syria fol- 
lowing a Hamas suicide bombing attack in Haifa indicates, Syria’s associa- 
tion with Palestinian rejectionists has put it under threat of further Israeli 
military action.” If Hizballah were ever implicated in a significant Palestin- 
ian terrorist attack in the territories or within Israel proper, the potential for 
substantial Israeli retaliation against Syria would be great, indeed. 

Syria’s ongoing support for Palestinian rejectionists does not seem to 
have advanced its interests during the first four years of Bashar’s presidency. 
These developments may have contributed to an undeniable weakening of 
Arafat’s status but may have imposed costs on Syria’s strategic position 
more generally. Beyond the escalatory risks, Israeli and U.S. perceptions of 
Syrian support for intensification of the intifada have further undermined 
prospects of resumption of Israeli-Syrian peace talks. And, as discussed 
later, those same perceptions have contributed to deterioration in Syria’s 
relationship with the United States. In this regard as well, there has been a 
devaluation of the terrorist cards Bashar inherited from his father. 

Bashar may well be drawing the same conclusion about the value of 
Syria’s ties to Palestinian rejectionists. In September 2004 Khalid Mish‘al 
and Ramadan Shallah, the respective heads of Hamas and Palestinian 
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Islamic Jihad operations in Damascus, departed Syria ostensibly to inves- 
tigate alternative places of residence.® In the end, both returned to their 
Syrian safe haven. But the move seemed to signal an exploration by Bashar 
of the possibility of a reduction in the level of Syrian support for these 
organizations. 

It remains to be seen how Arafat’s death in November 2004 may affect 
Bashar’s assessment of the residual value of ties to the groups. The visit by 
the new PLO chairman Mahmud ‘Abbas (also known as Abu Mazen) to 
Damascus in December 2004, the first meeting in Syria between the head of 
the PLO and the Syrian regime since 1983, indicated a possible thaw in rela- 
tions between the mainstream Palestinian movement and the Asad regime. 
‘Abbas opened the possibility of greater cooperation between Syria and the 
PLO when he remarked that the Syrians were “very receptive” to a request to 
upgrade their bilateral relationship.®° Bashar, however, retains the option of 
working to undercut a moderate Palestinian leadership if that leadership 
behaves in ways he perceives as inimical to Syria’s interests. 

CREATING A STRATEGIC DETERRENT. One area where Bashar has per- 
haps been able to increase the value of Hizballah as an adjunct to Syria’s 
national security posture is in the cultivation of Hizballah’s paramilitary 
apparatus in southern Lebanon as a deterrent to a potential Israeli invasion. 
For many years, Syria’s worst-case scenario for Israeli military action against 
it has been an armored strike up Lebanon’s Biga‘a Valley, which turns east, 
crosses into Syria, and drives toward Damascus. The only potential deter- 
rent to that scenario that Hafiz al-Asad was able to develop was the threat- 
ened use of chemical weapons against Israeli targets. This has always been 
an unsatisfactory deterrent posture, since Syrian officials are well aware of 
the retaliatory response that Israel is capable of launching. 

As the chances for an early resumption of peace negotiations vanished 
and the risk of military conflict with Israel began to increase in early 2001, 
Bashar apparently decided to use Hizballah as a supplement to Syria’s deter- 
rent posture. By all indications, Bashar agreed to allow Iran to increase dra- 
matically not just the amount of weaponry it was providing to Hizballah 
through supply flights to Damascus International Airport but also to send 
more advanced weapons systems. In particular, Iran began to send Hizbal- 
lah rockets with longer ranges than the Katyusha, including the Fajr-5.°” 
The Fajr-5 has a range of forty-five miles, giving it the capability, if launched 
from southern Lebanon, of hitting any Israeli city north of Haifa. 
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The expansion of Hizballah’s long-range strike capabilities seems directly 
correlated to Syria’s apprehensions about the risk of military conflict with 
Israel. The shipments, which started in early 2001, intensified after Septem- 
ber 11, 2001, when Syria was concerned about being caught on the wrong 
side of the Bush administration’s war on terror. °* By extension, Bashar was 
also concerned about the possibility that Sharon might take advantage of a 
U.S.-led war on terror to conduct his own regional campaign against Israel’s 
neighboring state sponsor. 

The buildup of Hizballah’s missile arsenals as a part of Syria’s deterrent 
posture certainly complicates the calculations of Israeli planners consider- 
ing various military options in the Lebanese and Syrian theaters. At the end 
of 2004, estimates of the number of short- and long-range rockets at 
Hizballah’s disposal in southern Lebanon run from 8,000 to 10,000.” Given 
these numbers and the disposition of Hizballah’s rocket arsenal, it is un- 
likely that Israel has a meaningful “first-strike” capability to remove unilat- 
erally and comprehensively the threat posed to Israeli targets. In that sense, 
Bashar has probably succeeded in obtaining an added increment of strate- 
gic deterrence for his regime. But the purchase of that increment has come 
at a price—a price denominated in the extra layer of complexity that has 
been added to the calculations of all parties in the Israeli-Lebanese-Syrian 
triangle, thereby increasing the chances of miscalculation. In addition, the 
expansion of Hizballah’s longer-range strike capabilities has raised the lev- 
els of damage that miscalculation would likely produce. 


Difficult Diplomacy 


Bashar has also sought to defend Syrian interests in the Arab-Israeli arena 
through diplomatic means. As noted in chapter 2, Hafiz al-Asad defined a 
negotiated peace with Israel as Syria’s preferred “strategic option.” The elder 
Asad left his son not only a well-defined set of parameters for an acceptable 
peace treaty (full Israeli withdrawal from the Golan Heights, comprehen- 
siveness, and a relatively short period for implementation), but also a clearly 
enunciated set of conditions for proceeding with negotiations (most impor- 
tant, a reaffirmation of Rabin’s contingent commitment to full with- 
drawal—the so-called deposit). 

From the beginning of his presidency, Bashar has presented himself both 
as committed to continuing the pursuit of a negotiated peace as Syria’s pre- 
ferred strategic option and as bound by his father’s parameters for an 
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acceptable deal. In his inaugural address, the new president reaffirmed his 
commitment to a “just and comprehensive peace” as Syria’s “strategic 
choice” but noted that such a peace would come “not at the expense of our 
territory nor at the expense of our sovereignty.” In his February 8, 2001, 
interview with al-Sharg al-Awsat, Bashar said of his approach to peace, “I 
have not taken anything out nor have I added anything. President Hafiz al- 
Asad did not give in, and neither shall we; not today and not in the future.” 
And, in fact, throughout his presidency, Bashar has not departed substan- 
tially from the peace process positions he inherited from his father. 

But keeping faith with that legacy has generated real challenges for the 
new national leader. Bashar’s management of Syria’s diplomatic posture in 
the Arab-Israeli arena has unfolded in three phases. In the first, he seemed 
to want to renew negotiations quickly, presumably from the point at which 
his father had broken them off. In the second phase, Bashar abandoned 
hope for a near-term resumption of negotiations, opting instead for a vitu- 
perative public diplomacy campaign meant to put the onus on Israel for 
the breakdown of the Syrian track. In the third and current phase, Bashar 
seems to have returned to an interest in resuming negotiations. 

CONTEMPLATING RENEWED NEGOTIATIONS. In the initial months of 
his tenure, Bashar seemed to entertain the possibility of inducing the Clin- 
ton administration to make “one last try” to mediate talks with the Barak 
government and broker an Israeli-Syrian peace. In his inaugural address, 
Asad called on the United States “to play its full role as an honest broker and 
a cosponsor of the peace process,” noting that “pressure has to be exerted in 
order to implement the sources of international legitimacy and all the legit- 
imate rights they dictate for the Lebanese, Syrian, and Palestinian people.” 
In October 2000, on his first trip abroad as president of Syria, Bashar said in 
Cairo, “For the United States, we feel that President Bill Clinton and the 
Secretary of State Madeleine Albright have the real intention and willing- 
ness to help parties achieve peace, a just and comprehensive peace.”’! Two 
weeks later, on a trip to Saudi Arabia, Bashar met with Secretary Albright in 
Riyadh to discuss, among other things, a possible resumption of the Syrian 
track. 

By the time of his meeting with Albright, though, Bashar must already 
have been considering the likelihood that the Barak government and the 
Clinton administration were not prepared to resume negotiations with Da- 
mascus. This is surely an important part of the context for the launch of 
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Hizballah’s offensive campaign along the Blue Line that same month, an 
offensive intended, at least in part, to remind Israel of the costs of neglect- 
ing Syria’s diplomatic interests and needs. As 2000 drew to a close, the same 
developments on the Palestinian track that prompted Bashar to try to 
increase Syria’s influence over Palestinian affairs also persuaded the new 
Syrian leader that he could not immediately pick up Syria’s peace process 
diplomacy where his father had left off. Escalating Israeli-Palestinian vio- 
lence and an upturn in anti-Israeli sentiment throughout the region as the 
Intifada al-Aqsa intensified complicated any possible renewal of the Syrian 
track. These considerations soon led the new Syrian president to conclude 
that it would be politically impossible for him to resume negotiations, even 
if an Israeli government were willing to proceed on the basis of the Rabin 
deposit. 

That conclusion in turn produced an important shift in Syria’s diplo- 
matic posture toward the peace process. The elder Asad’s position, as con- 
veyed to U.S. officials by Foreign Minister Shar“ in the mid- and late 1990s, 
was that Arafat had broken Arab solidarity by proceeding with the Oslo 
process; if Syria could achieve a deal meeting Asad’s redlines, the Syrian 
president would take it, regardless of the status of Israeli-Palestinian nego- 
tiations.” In contrast, Bashar assessed by early 2001 that he could not return 
to negotiations with Israel until there had been an improvement in condi- 
tions on the Palestinian track. He may also have decided he had an oppor- 
tunity to reassert Syrian influence over the Palestinian track, a position con- 
sistent with his acquiescence in the Palestinianization of Hizballah. 

Bashar’s position regarding the impossibility of resuming negotiations 
without some improvement on the Palestinian front was conveyed to Wash- 
ington and was reflected as well in his public pronouncements. In February 
2001, Bashar noted that 


the ultimate goal is a just and comprehensive peace. “Comprehensive” 
means all the occupied territories: the Golan and Lebanon do not 
constitute the comprehensive peace and therefore there must be a 
symmetry between the Syrian and Lebanese tracks on the one hand 
and the Palestinian track on the other. . .. The word “comprehensive” 
has a pan-Arab connotation and we insist on comprehensive peace 
and on cooperation and coordination with the Arabs on other 
tracks.”” 
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When pressed for an explicit statement that Syria would not sign a treaty 
with Israel before the Palestinians did so, Bashar said, “The issue is not ‘to 
sign or not to sign’ Tracks should move simultaneously. We do not know, 
they might sign before us. We shall not sign on anything unless we make 
sure that it serves the region and achieves an enduring peace. . . and peace 
will not be enduring unless it restores all Arab rights with no exception 
whatsoever.” 

A month later, at the March 2001 Arab League summit in Amman, 
Bashar defined Syria’s peace process goals in similar terms: Syria sought a 
“just and comprehensive peace based on the Madrid terms of reference, 
withdrawal from the Lebanese, Syrian, and Palestinian territories to the 
June 4, 1967, lines, the return of East Jerusalem, and the establishment of an 
independent Palestinian state with Jerusalem as its capital.””° 

Bashar’s reluctance to resume peace talks was surely bolstered by the elec- 
tion of Ariel Sharon to replace Ehud Barak as prime minister of Israel and 
the inauguration of George W. Bush as president of the United States. 
Sharon had made clear over many years his opposition to full withdrawal 
from the Golan Heights, making it highly unlikely that as prime minister he 
would agree to conditions for entering negotiations with Syria that would 
include reaffirmation of the Rabin deposit. In the United States, the new 
president Bush—disdainful of his predecessor’s vigorous pursuit of Arab- 
Israeli peace and assessing that he had no opening for successful engage- 
ment—initially decided to disengage from the peace process and wait for a 
more propitious time.”* Once the Bush administration began to engage 
more seriously on the Palestinian issue in 2002—through the launching of 
the “Quartet” (the United States, United Nations, European Union, and 
Russia), the definition of the Bush administration’s approach to Arab-Israeli 
matters in the president’s June 24, 2002, speech, and the drafting of the Mid- 
dle East Roadmap—it largely left Syria on the sidelines.” 

PUBLIC DIPLOMACY. As Bashar grew more skeptical of the near-term 
possibilities for a renewed Syrian track, his focus shifted from prospective 
negotiations to public diplomacy designed to focus international criticism 
for the deteriorating regional situation on Israel. In particular, the Syrian 
president’s rhetoric placed ever-greater emphasis on Israel as the chief 
obstacle to a settlement. In October 2000, on a visit to Cairo, Bashar did not 
categorically rule out the possibility of an Israeli commitment to resume 
negotiations: “In peace, there are not balls in courts. But if we have to sup- 
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pose that there are balls in peace making, we should say that Syria’s position 
on peace is clear, and that Israel has not decided yet whether it wants peace 
or not.” 

By the time of the Arab League summit in Amman in March 2001, how- 
ever, Bashar’s rhetoric on Israel’s attitude toward peace had hardened: “The 
Israelis killed Rabin, when they suspected he would offer something for 
peace; a mere suspicion made them kill him though he was the hero in 
breaking the Palestinians’ bones during the first intifada. Israel does not 
want to abide by any principles approved by the international community 
to achieve peace. Israel doesn’t have the willingness to achieve real peace.” 
The Syrian leader also became more categorical in his condemnation of 
Israel’s resistance to a settlement acceptable to Damascus: “We were occu- 
pied with analyzing the difference between the right and left in Israel... . 
For Arabs there is no right and no left. In Israel, whoever kills 1,000 Arabs 
is left, and whoever kills 5,000 is right. For us Arabs, all Israelis are right.”” 

At times in late 2000 and the first half of 2001, Bashar’s rhetoric about 
Israel employed formulations that can fairly be described as antisemitic. At 
the summit of the Organization of the Islamic Conference in Doha in 
November 2000, for example, Bashar referred to Israel’s 


continued attempts at judaising Al Quds through destroying its 
Islamic and Christian landmarks and through asserting that it is the 
united and eternal capital of Israel, despite the fact that the Torah talks 
about the land of Canaan, which is Palestine. The Canaanites were an 
Arab tribe who built Al Quds three thousand years before Christ. The 
existence of the Hebrews in Palestine throughout history was only 
short-lived and distant intervals as a minority amongst native inhab- 
itants of the country. The Israeli arrogance and practices .. . have no 
connection whatever with the ethics and teachings of any heavenly 
religion.” 


Four months later, at the Arab League summit in Amman, Bashar argued 
that “the reality of Israeli public opinion should be probed; Israel is a racial 
society and a more racist one than Nazism.”*! 

The height of such rhetorical flourishes came at the beginning of May 
2001, in the aftermath of the Israeli air strike on a Syrian radar post in 


Lebanon the preceding month. On an official visit to Spain and in his 
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remarks welcoming Pope John Paul II to Damascus a few days later, Bashar 
employed the traditional formulation of Jews as Christ-killers, asserting that 


our brethren in Palestine are being murdered and tortured, justice is 
being violated, and as a result territories in Lebanon, the Golan, and 
Palestine have been occupied by those who even killed the principle of 
equality when they claimed that God created a people distinguished 
above all other peoples. We notice them aggressing against Muslim 
and Christian Holy Sites in Palestine, violating the sanctuary of al 
Aqsa, of the Church of the Holy Sepulcher in Jerusalem and the 
Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem. They try to kill all the principles 
of divine faiths with the same mentality of betraying Jesus Christ and 
torturing Him, and in the same way that they tried to commit treach- 
ery against Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him).* 


Under Bashar’s leadership, Syria used its seat on the United Nations 
Security Council, which it took up in January 2002, to further its public 
diplomacy campaign on Arab-Israeli issues. During the winter and spring of 
2002, as Israeli-Palestinian violence intensified, Syria tabled, virtually on a 
weekly basis, draft Security Council resolutions critical of Israel. Damascus, 
however, usually resisted compromise on language that would permit 
Middle East—related resolutions to be adopted by the Security Council, 
rejecting formulations balancing references to Israeli military actions with 
references to Palestinian attacks on Israeli civilians. Syria abstained, for 
example, in the vote of Security Council Resolution 1397 in March 2002.% 
This resolution, adopted with the support of the United States, provided 
Security Council endorsement for the first time for a two-state solution to 
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Even though the resolution called for the 
creation of a state of Palestine, Syria objected to provisions calling for an 
end to “all acts of violence.” 

Bashar has also used tools of public diplomacy to undermine regional 
and international support for U.S. peace initiatives that he considers inim- 
ical to Syrian interests. As the Bush administration launched its effort to 
implement its roadmap for a two-state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict in June 2003, Bashar—in keeping with his father’s script—stepped 
up efforts to discredit an approach that effectively ignored Syria. In both 
public statements and diplomatic representations to American, European, 
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and Arab interlocutors, Syrian officials—including Bashar and Foreign 
Minister Shar‘—conveyed their assessment that the Bush administration 
was not serious about pursuing the roadmap and that the current diplo- 
matic effort was doomed to fail.** By the end of the summer of 2003, the 
Bush administration’s retreat from serious diplomatic activism to advance 
the roadmap appeared to validate Syrian skepticism for many regional audi- 
ences. In 2004 Syria has been similarly critical of Prime Minister Sharon’s 
“Gaza First” initiative and President Bush’s assurances to Sharon on final 
status issues.*° 

RETURN TO NEGOTIATIONS? Since the Iraq war in the spring of 2003, 
Bashar’s rhetoric on resuming peace talks with Israel has shifted to reflect an 
apparently renewed willingness to enter negotiations. Sorting out what is 
genuine and what is tactically convenient in Syrian statements on resuming 
negotiations with Israel is not easy. Would Bashar modify his insistence that 
talks had to begin on the basis of an effective Israeli reaffirmation of the 
Rabin deposit? Would he enter talks without prior movement on the Pales- 
tinian track? And might he be willing to consider a deal that deviated from 
his father’s redlines for an acceptable settlement? 

Bashar’s statements bearing on these questions went through something 
of an evolution following what in Damascus was viewed as the unexpectedly 
rapid conclusion of the military campaign to unseat Saddam Hussein. In 
the immediate aftermath of Operation Iraqi Freedom, Bashar and other 
Syrian officials began stating in various public and media venues that Syria 
was ready to restart peace talks with Israel; the Syrian president also sent a 
similar message to Prime Minister Sharon through U.S. representative Tom 
Lantos (D-Calif.).°° Sharon responded in late April that he was ready to 
resume negotiations but that talks should take place “without conditions’— 
a clear rejection of any reaffirmation of the Rabin deposit.*” 

Later that spring, the Syrian position seemed to evolve even further. After 
Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld suggested that coercive regime 
change might be a suitable approach to dealing with Syria and an unpro- 
ductive visit by Secretary of State Powell to Damascus in early May, Bashar 
gave an interview to Newsweek in which he said that the basis for renewed 
negotiations between Israel and Syria should be “the Madrid conference” of 
October 1991.%* Of course, the Madrid principles have long been part of the 
terms of reference for any peace negotiations acceptable to Syria. But the 
Rabin deposit—as much as Syrian diplomats may wish to argue that it was 
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clearly implied in the Madrid principles and the notion of “land for 
peace”—was a separate and historically later development in the Israeli- 
Syrian diplomatic record. By identifying Madrid as an acceptable basis for 
resuming talks without any reference to the Rabin deposit, Bashar was 
arguably signaling a relaxation in Syrian terms for restarting a diplomatic 
dialogue. By late summer 2003, however, as it became clear that the Bush 
administration’s initiative with the roadmap had stalled and that U.S. forces 
were getting bogged down in Iraq, Damascus went back to explicit state- 
ments of the established line. 

Bashar’s expressions of interest in returning to the negotiating table went 
through a similar cycle several months later. In the aftermath of the Israeli 
air strike against a Palestinian terrorist training camp in Syria in October 
2003, Bashar said in a late November interview with the New York Times 
that the Bush administration should revive negotiations between Israel and 
Syria, noting that a deal was “80 percent” complete when talks had broken 
off a few months before Hafiz al-Asad’s death.” Once again, Bashar ad- 
vanced a rhetorical formula that some interpreted as suggesting he might 
not insist on an explicit reaffirmation of the Rabin deposit in order to 
resume talks. In the New York Times interview, Bashar said that “some peo- 
ple say that there are Syrian conditions, and my answer is no; we don’t have 
Syrian conditions.” The president noted that “negotiations should be 
resumed from the point at which they had stopped simply because we have 
achieved a great deal in these negotiations”; he did not explicitly make 
resumption at the point where previous talks had left off a requirement for 
restarting dialogue. 

In making these statements, Bashar may have been counting on Prime 
Minister Sharon to be disinclined to resume talks with Syria and to respond 
in a way that would let Damascus off the hook. If that were the case, Sharon 
answered Bashar’s expressions of interest in renewed talks in precisely the 
expected manner. Sharon not only reiterated his insistence that peace talks 
start from scratch, without any precondition; according to the Jerusalem 
Post, Sharon told his cabinet in late December that Israel would negotiate 
with Syria only after Syria stopped harboring Palestinian terrorists, allowed 
for the removal of Hizballah fighters from the Israeli-Lebanese border, and 
dismantled Hizballah’s expanded rocket arsenal.*® Sharon’s spokesman and 
members of the cabinet made similar public statements.’! Perhaps more 
tellingly, on the last day of 2003, Sharon’s government announced plans to 
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double the number of Israeli settlements in the occupied Golan Heights 
over the next three years.” Prospects for renewed talks seemed poor. 

But Israel soon followed up with an overture of its own. Days after 
Sharon’s government announced its settlement construction plans for the 
Golan, Israeli president Moshe Katsav, seemingly on his own initiative, pub- 
licly invited Bashar to come to Jerusalem for talks without any precondition 
but in which either party could raise any issue for consideration.” Syrian 
officials and state-controlled media dismissed Katsav’s offer as not “serious,” 
and Damascus quickly returned to explicit statements of the established con- 
ditions for returning to the negotiating table.** By mid-January 2004 Bashar 
himself was telling visitors that Syria was ready to resume peace talks, but 
that discussions had to pick up at the point where earlier negotiations had 
broken off.” Subsequent efforts by the Turkish government under Prime 
Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan in early 2004 to find a formula for getting 
Israel and Syria back to the negotiating table also proved unsuccessful.°*° 

Throughout 2004, Bashar continued to stress his interest in resuming 
negotiations, but very much on “his” terms. In October 2004 the Ba‘th party 
Regional Command passed a resolution reaffirming that peace with Israel 
was Syria’s “strategic choice.” In November 2004 Bashar held meetings with 
Egyptian president Mubarak and UN Middle East envoy Terje Roed- 
Larsen.”” Media reports coming out of those meetings recapitulated Bashar’s 
self-serving rhetorical flexibility. Reportedly, Bashar was willing to engage in 
talks without preconditions but insistent that talks resume from where they 
left off. 

All this produced a lively debate within the Israeli national security estab- 
lishment regarding Bashar’s seriousness and the desirability of taking him 
up on his offer of renewed negotiations. Some major players in the Israeli 
intelligence community, including the director of military intelligence and 
others in the senior ranks of the IDE, argued that Bashar is serious and that 
Israel should explore a resumption of the Syria track.** But others, includ- 
ing senior officials close to Prime Minister Sharon and, it would seem, 
Sharon himself, do not believe that Bashar is able (as the relatively new head 
of a minority “Alawite” regime) or willing to negotiate seriously. (Some of 
these Israelis also question whether Hafiz al-Asad’s involvement in peace 
negotiations during the 1990s was strategically serious or merely a tactical 
charade.) Officials in this latter camp, in many cases, are also reluctant to 
pay the price that Israel would presumably have to pay to reach a deal with 
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Syria. So far, at least, Bashar’s expressions of interest in resuming peace 
negotiations have come to naught in terms of a meaningful Israeli response. 

It seems doubtful that Bashar would ultimately be willing to relax his 
insistence on a reaffirmation of the Rabin deposit as the basis for renewed 
peace talks. Ostensible suggestions that Syria might relax its stance on this 
issue came only at points of what Damascus perceived as maximum exter- 
nal pressure on the regime over Iraq and terrorism issues. Without excep- 
tion, the inherited position was restated in short order, as soon as pressure 
was even minimally relieved. 

However, Bashar might be inclined to resume negotiations on accept- 
able terms even without a measurable improvement in conditions on the 
Palestinian front. Given the centrality of achieving an acceptable settlement 
with Israel to the fulfillment of father Hafiz’s strategic objectives, it seems 
probable that Bashar’s retreat from the pursuit of a bilateral agreement was 
a temporary aberration, a function of the low likelihood that the Barak gov- 
ernment and Clinton administration would be prepared to push for a Syria 
deal in their last months in office and of the popular reaction on the Arab 
street to the outbreak of the Intifada al-Aqsa.” At the same time, current 
political configurations in Israel mean that the parties are unlikely to test 
this proposition in the foreseeable future. As long as Damascus sticks to its 
conditions for resuming peace talks, there will be no meaningful reengage- 
ment on the Syrian track until political currents shift substantially in Israel 
and, perhaps, in the United States as well. 

From the available evidence, it seems highly likely that Bashar remains 
bound by the basic parameters defined by his father regarding the terms of 
an acceptable peace agreement. Nothing in Bashar’s rhetoric or behavior 
since the end of the Iraq war suggests that he is prepared to settle for less than 
what could be plausibly portrayed as full Israeli withdrawal from the Golan 
Heights. To the contrary, Bashar has, throughout his presidency, repeatedly 
stated his adherence to these parameters. Departing from them at this junc- 
ture would, indeed, represent a major change in Syrian foreign policy. 


Managing the Regional Balance 


With the Syrian track in suspension, Hafiz al-Asad’s script would indicate 
that Bashar should engage diplomatically to maintain the support of mod- 
erate Arab states for Syria’s peace process position. At the same time, Bashar 
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would play the Iraq and Iran cards as a signal to the United States and Israel 
of the costs of ignoring Syria’s diplomatic needs. To be sure, he has worked 
assiduously to maintain regional and international support for Syria’s 
stance on negotiations with Israel. But the Bush administration’s decision to 
overthrow Saddam Hussein by invading Iraq seriously undercut the Asad 
regime’s “rogue state” option. The political tumoil flowing from Hariri’s 
assasination has also complicated Syria’s relations with moderate Arab 
states. 


Protecting Syria’s Peace Process Position 


As prospects for reengagement on the Syrian track receded in the first 
year of his presidency, Bashar—very much in keeping with his father’s 
script—worked to prevent erosion of regional and international support 
for the core elements of Syria’s peace process position. The two most impor- 
tant moderate Arab states, Egypt and Saudi Arabia, received Bashar’s great- 
est attention. 

Bashar’s first three trips abroad as president, in October 2000, were to 
Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Jordan. All three trips were undertaken as prepa- 
ration for the extraordinary Arab League summit in Cairo later that month. 
Similarly, Bashar hosted President Mubarak of Egypt and King Abdallah of 
Jordan together in Damascus in March 2001 to prepare for the Arab League 
summit in Amman later that month (a meeting marking the resumption of 
“ordinary” summits, which had been suspended since the Gulf War). In 
both cases, Bashar was able to maintain explicit support for Syria’s peace 
process position in the communiqués issued by these gatherings. 

In similar fashion, Syria engaged key states before the March 2002 Arab 
League summit in Beirut, which took up the peace initiative advanced by 
Saudi crown prince Abdallah in February 2002.'” The Beirut summit com- 
muniqué included, as the first item in the list of Arab demands on Israel, “full 
Israeli withdrawal from all the territories occupied since 1967, including the 
Syrian Golan Heights, to the June 4, 1967, lines as well as the remaining occu- 
pied Lebanese territories in the south of Lebanon.” This requirement vali- 
dated not only Syria’s most fundamental demand but also its position regard- 
ing Sheba‘a Farms. Additionally, Bashar and Foreign Minister Shar‘ worked to 
ensure that Crown Prince Abdallah’s original reference to “normalization” 
with Israel was modified in the summit communiqué to “normal relations in 
the context of this comprehensive peace.”'®' This change clearly reflected the 
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In March 2002, before an Arab summit in Beirut, Syrian President Bashar al-Asad and 
Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak tour the pyramids south of Cairo. (© Reuters/Corbis) 


late Hafiz al-Asad’s acceptance of formally normal relations with Israel as part 
of a peace settlement as well as his resistance to any commitment to extensive 
peacetime interaction between Israel and Syria. (Bashar’s success in achieving 
his bottom line position also says something about his learning curve as 
national leader. Bashar first sought to keep the Arab League from endorsing 
the initiative, and put enormous pressure on Lebanese president Lahud to put 
up numerous obstacles, including trying to keep a speech by Palestinian 
leader Arafat from being delivered by Palestinian representatives at the sum- 
mit. The Saudi delegation, however, led by Abdallah, made clear that it would 
intervene decisively to ensure the summit’s backing for the Saudi peace ini- 
tiative. In the end, Bashar accepted the inevitability of the initiative’s endorse- 
ment but worked to make sure that Syrian redlines were respected.)'™ 

In July 2003, following a meeting between Bashar and Mubarak in Sharm 
al-Shaykh, the two leaders issued a communiqué calling on the Quartet to 
push for peace on the Syrian and Lebanese tracks as well as between Israel 
and the Palestinians.'”? Damascus also encouraged efforts by the European 
Union’s special envoy for the Middle East at the time, Miguel Moratinos, to 
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advocate a complementary roadmap for the Syrian track within the context 
of the Quartet.'™ 

Bashar has been largely successful in preserving regional and interna- 
tional support for the core elements of his peace process posture. Neverthe- 
less, the fallout from Hariri’s assasination has strained his relations with key 
moderate Arab states, notably Saudi Arabia. Bashar is relying on his Arab 
League brethren to forestall Security Council action to enforce resolution 
1559. But, to give themselves a credible diplomatic position, Arab moderates 
are requiring him to modify significantly the ways in which Syria protects its 
interests in Lebanon, under the rubric of implementing the Ta‘if accord. 


Traq and Iran 


Bashar has also had difficulty playing the Iraq and Iran cards against the 
United States and Israel. In reality, the post-September 11 war on terror 
rendered obsolete the portions of father Hafiz’s script covering Syria’s rela- 
tions with Iraq and Iran. Bashar’s expansion of Syrian economic ties to Iraq 
was considered in chapter 3; his handling of Syrian diplomacy with Wash- 
ington before, during, and after the U.S. military campaign to overthrow 
Saddam is discussed later in this chapter. At this point, it is important to 
note that in the run-up to the 2003 Iraq war, the increasingly evident deter- 
mination of the Bush administration to unseat Saddam by force signifi- 
cantly affected Syria’s strategic environment. At least part of the impact 
was the implication of Saddam’s prospective overthrow on Syria’s relations 
with Iran. 

During the first year and a half of Bashar’s presidency, Syria and Iran 
were able to maintain important levels of strategic cooperation, particularly 
with regard to Hizballah and southern Lebanon. Just four months into his 
tenure, in October 2000, Bashar received the Iranian foreign minister in 
Damascus to discuss the regional situation in light of the outbreak of the 
new intifada. The initial decision by the Hizballah leadership to continue 
some sort of paramilitary campaign against Israel following the Israeli with- 
drawal from Lebanon was backed by Damascus and clearly endorsed by 
Tehran as well. Bashar himself traveled to Tehran in January 2001 for meet- 
ings with President Muhammad Khatami and Supreme Leader Ali 
Khamenei; two months later, in March, Iranian Foreign Minister Kamal 
Kharrazi visited Damascus. After April 2001 Bashar’s efforts to manage the 
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risks of Israeli blowback to continued Hizballah provocations were, for the 
most part, backed by Tehran. 

However, Syrian relations with Iran experienced strain over the two 
countries’ respective postures toward the U.S.-led military campaign to top- 
ple Saddam Hussein. In the aftermath of the September 11, 2001, attacks, 
Iran—which had its own long-standing grievances against the Taliban 
cadres ruling Afghanistan—supported the U.S. military campaign to 
destroy the Taliban regime. Tehran also cooperated with the United States to 
support creation of the post-Taliban Afghan Interim Authority at the 
December 2001 Bonn Conference. As the Bush administration turned its 
attention from Afghanistan to the overthrow of Saddam’s regime, Iran pro- 
jected a similarly supportive posture toward the prospect of removing its 
western enemy and aspired to play a role in establishing a post-Saddam 
political order in Iraq. Although, in the end, the Bush administration did 
not pursue sustained tactical cooperation or coordination with Iran regard- 
ing Iraq, Tehran’s perspective on regime change there put it at odds with 
Damascus.’ With Saddam’s overthrow and the divergence of Iranian and 
Syrian interests regarding U.S. efforts to effect coercive regime change in 
Iraq, Bashar lost an important hedge in his diplomatic position. 

Looking ahead, Iran and Syria might in theory be able to restore some 
form of strategic cooperation. Regarding developments in post-Saddam 
Iraq, both states share an interest in preventing the breakup of Iraq along 
sectarian lines because of the precedent such a development would establish 
for Kurdish populations in Syria and Iran. Both states were active in the 
meetings of the “neighbors’ group,” an informal diplomatic forum for the 
states bordering Iraq (Turkey, Saudi Arabia, and Kuwait, in addition to Syria 
and Iran) to discuss developments in post-Saddam Iraq, in 2003 and 2004. 
Both also took part in the Bush administration’s multilateral conference on 
the future of Iraq in Sharm al-Shaykh in November 2004.’ But so far noth- 
ing much has come of these efforts. Furthermore, as Iran’s own relations 
with the Bush administration have worsened, Iranian diplomats and offi- 
cials remain suspicious about Bashar’s ultimate interest in a strategic 
realignment toward the United States, which would significantly compro- 
mise the Islamic Republic’s strategic position in the region.'”’ It remains to 
be seen whether the Bush administration’s simultaneous efforts in early 
2005 to ratchet up international pressure on Iran over its nuclear activities 
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and on Syria over it position in Lebanon will prompt closer strategic coop- 
eration between Tehran and Damascus. 


Relations with Washington 


The progressive loss of the hedge that Hafiz al-Asad had created during the 
last decade of his presidency, along with the absence of Israeli-Syrian nego- 
tiations, meant that Bashar had to manage Syria’s relations with the United 
States with significantly fewer assets than his father had enjoyed. Since 
becoming president, Bashar has repeatedly stated his interest in a better 
relationship with the United States. Such interest is fully in keeping with 
father Hafiz’s script and in line with any realistic assessment of Syria’s strate- 
gic needs. Beyond the strategic benefits of successful realignment toward 
Washington, Bashar sees improved relations with the United States as criti- 
cal to his long-term ambitions for internal reform. 

With significantly diminished diplomatic assets, however, Bashar has 
been unable not only to achieve closer ties to Washington but to prevent a 
real decline in bilateral relations. This deterioration represents the most sig- 
nificant failure of Bashar’s diplomacy so far and poses his most important 
foreign policy challenge for the future. This deterioration, and the challenge 
it engenders, requires examination in the contexts of the regional crisis over 
Iraq, the post-September 11 war on terror, and more recent U.S.-Syrian ten- 
sions over Lebanon. 


The Iraq Crisis 


Bashar’s relations with the Bush administration over Iraq got off to a 
rocky start well before the United States began to prepare for Operation Iraqi 
Freedom. During the first year and a quarter of his presidency, Bashar’s cul- 
tivation of closer economic ties with Iraq overlapped with the Bush admin- 
istration’s initial quest, during its first nine months in office, to reconstitute 
international sanctions on Saddam’s regime. As Syrian-Iragi economic rela- 
tions expanded, Damascus soon emerged as far and away the worst violator 
of UN sanctions on Iraq, both in quantity and quality. Perhaps most trou- 
bling from an American perspective, Syria was implicated in the transfer of 
military and dual-use equipment to Iraq by overland shipment.'® 

Syrian violations of the sanctions regime became a point of diplomatic 
contention with the United States in February 2001, during Secretary of 
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State Powell’s first visit to Damascus. In a meeting with Bashar, Powell 
pushed for the Syrian president to place the principal Iraqi-Syrian pipeline 
under the United Nations Oil-for-Food program. Powell believed that he 
had received such a commitment from Bashar, but U.S. diplomats attending 
the meeting report that the Syrian leader only pledged to put a new Iraqi- 
Syrian pipeline still in the planning stages under Oil-for-Food auspices. The 
U.S. ambassador to Syria at the time, Ryan Crocker, tried to get to Powell 
after the meeting to forestall any misunderstanding but was unable to do so 
before Powell left Damascus.'” On his plane, the secretary briefed reporters 
on the apparent breakthrough with Bashar. When Powell subsequently 
learned that Bashar was not going to place the main Iraqi-Syrian pipeline 
under U.N. auspices, he interpreted this episode as one in which the presi- 
dent of Syria had lied to him.'!° 

The February 2001 meeting between Bashar and Powell made Syrian 
sanctions violations a provocative issue for the Bush administration. After 
the administration abandoned its campaign to craft “smart sanctions” on 
Iraq in the summer of 2001 and, following the September 11 attacks, began 
to plan for Saddam’s overthrow, the interagency process contemplated puni- 
tive action against Syria. Consideration was given to countering or interdict- 
ing shipments violating the sanctions regime and targeting the main Iraqi- 
Syrian pipeline though special forces attacks or air strikes to interrupt the oil 
flow. In the end, however, there was minimal legal justification for such steps 
and little likelihood of international support for them. Moreover, striking 
the pipeline might disrupt Iraqi oil flows to Jordan and Turkey, with serious 
negative economic consequences for each of these two important members 
of the administration’s anti-Saddam coalition. So, in the period before the 
war, no decision was taken to punish Syria for its sanctions violations. 

Beyond these considerations, there was also a sense at the State Depart- 
ment and at upper levels of the National Security Council throughout 2002 
that U.S. reaction to Syrian activities contravening U.N. sanctions against 
Iraq should be subordinated to the broader pursuit of regime change in 
Iraq. On the question of soliciting Syrian participation in a military cam- 
paign, administration officials were predictably divided. State Department 
participants recalled the benefits of Syrian participation in the Gulf War 
coalition and argued that Syria could provide important political cover as 
well as covert support for U.S. military operations in Iraq. Civilians in the 
Office of the Secretary of Defense were strongly opposed to Syrian partici- 
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pation, arguing that it was unnecessary and might create a sense of indebt- 
edness to Damascus, which could inhibit an appropriate U.S. response to 
Syria’s ongoing support for terrorist groups. 

Ultimately no decision was taken by the administration on this question 
either; the White House chose to defer the most fundamental issues of Syria 
policy until after the Iraq war. Up until the start of the war, the administra- 
tion continued to demand Syria’s compliance with the U.N. sanctions re- 
gime, with no indication of what negative consequences might befall Syria 
if it declined to cooperate or what positive consequences might flow from 
support for U.S. objectives.'!! 

With no offers of U.S. engagement to counter the benefits of Syria’s 
ongoing economic partnership with Iraq, and tensions increasing between 
Damascus and Washington over terrorism, Bashar went in the opposite 
direction from his father regarding Syrian support for U.S. military action 
against Iraq. The Syrian president apparently decided in the run-up to the 
war that he would do what he could to undermine U.S. chances for suc- 
cess—diplomatically and, if events came to a head, by indirect military 
means. He seemed to judge that this approach was the only way he could 
seek to fend off the growing threat of a serious U.S. backlash against Syria. 

On the diplomatic front, Bashar argued repeatedly during 2002 that co- 
ercive regime change in Iraq would result in the deaths of millions of Iraqis 
and plunge Iraq and the surrounding countries into chaos.'’” From its seat 
on the Security Council, Syria defended Baghdad’s interests through much 
of 2002. Even Syria’s decision in November to join the unanimous vote in 
favor of Security Council Resolution 1441, giving Iraq an ultimatum if it 
continued to refuse to comply with previous resolutions, was portrayed as 
a form of opposition to U.S. military ambitions.''? Bashar defended Syrian 
support for resolution 1441 by arguing that it sought a peaceful way of deal- 
ing with the Iraq crisis through a return of inspectors to Iraq; it was the 
Bush administration, according to the Syrian president, that was unhappy 
with the inspections process and was rushing to war. 

In the aftermath of the military success of Operation Iraqi Freedom, 
commentators in the United States and Israel cited Bashar’s opposition to 
the American military campaign in Iraq as evidence of their doubts about 
the Syrian leader’s strategic orientation and the soundness of his judg- 
ment.'' Certainly it seemed at times in the spring of 2003 that Bashar had 
miscalculated in a potentially catastrophic way for his regime. But in the 
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end, Bashar escaped the direst potential consequences of his misjudgments. 
In some respects, the difficulties that the United States encountered in try- 
ing to stabilize Iraq after the war may have vindicated some of Bashar’s 
initial instincts about the consequences of American military action there. 
Moreover, given the utter unacceptability, from a Syrian perspective, of 
the precedent that would be established by a relatively easy U.S. military 
intervention in Iraq—the forcible overthrow of a secular Arab regime 
(dominated by an ethnic and sectarian minority group) for failing to acqui- 
esce to U.S. policy goals—Bashar had little choice but to oppose the Bush 
administration. 

Bashar’s decision to oppose U.S. military action appears to have been 
rooted in an assessment that Iraq would become a quagmire for the United 
States—a Middle Eastern Vietnam. (It was also convenient for Bashar to 
allow regime heavyweights and their families to continue profiteering from 
their illicit cross-border activities.) From this perspective, as war ap- 
proached in late 2002, it made sense to take actions meant to increase the 
likelihood of military stalemate in Iraq—not least to reduce the chances of 
U.S. military action against Syria over the near-to-medium term. In keeping 
with this logic, Syrian shipments of dual-use and military equipment to 
Iraq continued until the eve of the war. Additionally, as war became immi- 
nent in early 2003—and even through the first week of fighting in March— 
the Syrian government took steps to facilitate the movement of what would 
come to be known as “foreign fighters” into Iraq.''’ (There is no evidence, 
however, bearing out claims that Syria took possession of Iraq’s WMD 
stockpiles during the run-up to the war.) 

For a few weeks in March and April 2003, it seemed that Bashar’s opposi- 
tion to Operation Iraqi Freedom was a major misjudgment. As it became 
clear that coalition forces would achieve their military objectives quickly, 
Syria apparently stopped facilitating the movement of foreign fighters across 
the Syrian-Iraqi border.'!° Damascus was caught short by the unexpectedly 
rapid conclusion of the coalition’s military campaign. On April 7, when tel- 
evision screens around the world showed images of a large statue of Saddam 
being pulled down in Baghdad, Syrian television broadcast a documentary 
on archaeological sites in Syria. Anxiety within the regime was surely 
increased by Secretary Rumsfeld’s statements in March suggesting that Syria 
might be the next target for a U.S.-led campaign of coercive regime 


change.'” 
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By mid-April, however, it became apparent that the United States had its 
hands full with the postwar situation in Iraq and was not likely to embark 
on new military adventures in the region anytime soon. Rumsfeld’s com- 
ments were contradicted by statements from Secretary of State Powell indi- 
cating that the administration had no plans for military action against 
Syria'!*; this posture was affirmed by President Bush himself.'!? Syria had, at 
least for the time being, dodged a bullet. Bashar’s sense that Iraq would be a 
quagmire for the United States has proven increasingly defensible as a basis 
for his decisionmaking in light of the course of events on the ground since 
the fall of Saddam’s regime. Bashar’s predictions that the war would result 
in the deaths of “millions” of Iraqis have not been borne out, but his warn- 
ings that “even the United States does not know how a war in Iraq is going 
to end” and that military action would plunge Iraq and the region into 
“uncertainty” seem retrospectively very much on point.'”° 

Following Saddam’s removal, Washington and Damascus both faced the 
question of whether they could come to a mutually beneficial understand- 
ing about Iraq’s future course and how to put the region on a more stable 
geopolitical footing. The United States was confronting increasingly serious 
challenges in postconflict stabilization; Bashar’s regime had important 
interests at stake in the evolution of post-Saddam Iraq—interests rooted in 
Hafiz al-Asad’s long-standing strategic objective of avoiding Syria’s margin- 
alization in the region and preserving Iraq as a source of economic benefit. 

To protect these interests, Bashar sought ways to influence the shape of 
postwar Iraq. As noted earlier, Syria was an eager participant in several 
meetings of the foreign ministers of Iraq’s neighbors, even hosting one of 
the meetings.'?! However, without U.S. endorsement of a regional diplo- 
matic forum for discussion of Iraq-related issues, it was highly unlikely that 
these countries on their own could establish an effective mechanism for 
promoting common interests in a post-Saddam environment. The Bush 
administration finally convened a multilateral conference on the future of 
Iraq in November 2004, a year and a half after the military campaign ended, 
but the gathering did not seem to provide any impetus toward greater 
U.S.-Syrian cooperation. 

The United States has made limited efforts to encourage bilateral coop- 
eration with Syria over Iraq, all narrowly focused on tactical issues such as 
control of the Iraqi-Syrian border and the return of official Iraqi assets from 
Syria. In the absence of an overarching strategic framework for coopera- 
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tion, it has proven difficult to sustain tactical engagement on individual 
issues. 

Local U.S. commanders, for example, made noteworthy efforts to engage 
Syria on the border issue. During the summer and fall of 2003, U.S. military 
commanders in the field took issue with claims by civilian officials in the 
Office of the Secretary of Defense that Syria was continuing to help foreign 
fighters cross into Iraq.'”” One U.S. commander, General David Petraeus of 
the 101st Airborne Division, who had responsibility for a large portion of 
northern Iraq, worked out his own arrangement with Syrian authorities. In 
return for allowing Syrian businessmen to reestablish trade routes into Iraq, 
local Syrian officials coordinated border control efforts with officers of the 
101st Airborne and provided the division’s sector of northern Iraq with 
daily electricity.'”* U.S. officials also noted publicly in the fall of 2003 that 
Syria was doing more to control its border with Iraq.’ 

This upturn in U.S.-Syrian cooperation over border security was short 
lived. Throughout 2003, the Office of the Secretary of Defense resisted such 
cooperation, overruling proposals to engage the Syrians in a coordinated 
campaign to control traffic across the Iraqi-Syrian border.'* By the spring 
of 2004, as the security situation in Iraq deteriorated and U.S. casualties 
there mounted, officials in Washington were once again citing Syria as a 
source of the foreign fighters battling coalition forces and demanding that 
the Syrian government “do more.”!”° 

Possibilities for the restoration of some measure of U.S.-Syrian cooper- 
ation over the border issue were reopened by the visit of interim Iraqi prime 
minister Iyad Allawi to Damascus in July 2004. Allawi came back from his 
visit convinced that he could do business with Bashar, and encouraged the 
Bush administration to make a more serious effort to reengage Bashar on 


border security.'?” 


(Indeed, according to U.S. officials, Allawi was relatively 
more optimistic about the possibilities for establishing a cooperative rela- 
tionship with Syria than with Iran.) 

The encouragement of America’s handpicked man in Baghdad was hard 
for Washington hard-liners to resist, and the Bush administration followed 
up on Allawi’s visit to Damascus with two high-level trips to Syria. On the 
first of these trips, Assistant Secretary of State William Burns returned to 
Damascus in September 2004, this time accompanied by Assistant Secre- 
tary of Defense Peter Rodman. The two met with Bashar and other senior 


Syrian officials in what were described as productive discussions on the 
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terms for U.S.-Syrian military cooperation on the Iraqi-Syrian border. 
Days later, at a meeting on the margins of the UN General Assembly meet- 
ing in New York, Foreign Minister Shar‘ reaffirmed to Secretary of State 
Powell Syria’s commitment on controlling the border. Shar‘ also pledged 
action to stanch the flow of money across the border intended to finance 
insurgent activity in Iraq. 

The results of the Burns-Rodman mission were mixed. On the one hand, 
USS. officials say that the Syrians have taken steps to improve physical secu- 
rity along the Iraqi-Syrian border (such as placing new berms at key cross- 
ing points and replacing worn-out barbed wire). On the other hand, Syrian 
officials have reportedly been slow to move against former officials of 
Saddam’s regime that the Bush administration believes are in Syria. Syrian 
officials say (and U.S. officials acknowledge) that the expansion of military- 
to-military cooperation along this border also has been hampered by the 
slow response of Iraq’s interim government on initiatives such as joint 
patrols along the border. 

The Burns-Rodman mission was followed in January 2005 by a visit from 
the outgoing deputy secretary of state, Richard Armitage, to Damascus. At 
this meeting, according to officials on both sides, the Syrians were exhorted 
to take a more proactive stance against former Iraqi elements in Syria. The 
United States, for its part, pledged to follow up with the Iraqi government 
to encourage faster progress on military-to-military cooperation along the 
border. 

Not surprisingly, different elements of the Bush administration have 
evaluated Syria’s performance in contradictory ways. 

—In early December 2004, senior U.S. military officials told the Wall 
Street Journal that Syria was making a serious effort to control the bor- 
der.'** The Syrian regime received praise for increasing the number of bor- 
der guards, building new checkpoints to prevent infiltration, making “hun- 
dreds of arrests at the border,” and using its security services “to go after 
guys,’ according to a senior U.S. military officer in the field. Another U.S. 
official cited Syria’s arrest—at the request of the United States—of a for- 
mer Iraqi military officer residing in Syria, who was suspected of directing 
the insurgency. 

—By contrast, civilian Pentagon officials continue to charge that the 
Iraqi insurgency is receiving funds and manpower through Syria. Rumsfeld 
said in an interview in early December that Syria’s (and Iran’s) meddling in 
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Iraq “is killing Americans.” After the United States retook the insurgent 
stronghold of Fallujah in Iraq in November 2004, a global positioning sig- 
nal receiver was reportedly discovered in a bomb factory; it was said to have 
“contained waypoints originating in Western Syria.” U.S. officials touted this 
as evidence of the involvement of Syria-based Iraqi Ba‘thists in directing 
the insurgency.’ 

The truth probably lies in between these two divergent assessments. It 
seems clear that Syria has taken some steps to improve its posture on secu- 
rity along its border with Iraq. At the same time, it seems equally clear that 
Damascus has not been doing all that it could to prevent the flow of people, 
money, and equipment across the border. In sum, while Bashar opposed the 
U.S. military intervention in Iraq, he seems willing to “make a deal” with the 
United States regarding post-Saddam stabilization there. As U.S. pressure on 
Syria’s position in Lebanon has increased, Damascus has shown itself will- 
ing to be even more forthcoming about what it is prepared to put on the 
table, as evidenced by the Syrian role in effecting the turnover of Saddam’s 
half-brother and a number of other former regime officials to the new Iraqi 
government in February 2005. 

A similarly unsatisfying pattern has played out regarding the return of 
official Iraqi assets from Syria. In September 2003 a team from the Treasury 
Department went to Damascus to help identify official Iraqi funds that had 
been transferred to Syrian banks before Saddam’s downfall. The officials 
reported that they received excellent cooperation from Syrian counter- 
parts, and administration spokesmen noted publicly that Syria was behav- 
ing more positively on the issue.'*° But here, too, the upturn in U.S.-Syrian 
cooperation was short-lived in the absence of an overarching framework 
for U.S.-Syrian coordination on Iraq’s future or for improving bilateral 
relations more generally. Despite its cooperation with the Treasury Depart- 
ment investigators, by the end of 2004 Syria had not returned any of the 
assets identified by those investigators to Baghdad. In fact, the Syrian gov- 
ernment had used some of the funds to pay claims by Syrians who had 
done business in Iraq before the war, much to the dismay of U.S. officials.'*! 
Following the Burns-Rodman visit to Damascus in September 2004, a team 
of Treasury Department investigators returned to Damascus. It was made 
clear to the Syrians that if Damascus did not return the assets to Iraq 
within six months, the administration was prepared to cite the Commer- 
cial Bank of Syria as a “primary money-laundering concern” under the 
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Patriot Act, effectively cutting off Syria from international financial trans- 
actions. It remains to be seen if the Syrian regime will become more forth- 
coming on the issue. 


The War on Terror 


The inability to establish and sustain meaningful U.S.-Syrian coopera- 
tion over Iraq has been an important factor in the deterioration in U.S.- 
Syrian relations during Bashar’s presidency. Perhaps even more determina- 
tive, however, is Syria’s problematic standing in the global war on terror. 

After the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, Syria’s status as a state 
sponsor of terror pursuing weapons of mass destruction put Bashar at odds 
with the Bush administration. To keep Syria from ending up fundamentally 
on the wrong side of the war on terror, Bashar within weeks of the attacks 
offered to share intelligence on al-Qaeda and related Sunni extremist groups 
with the United States. As administration officials subsequently acknowl- 
edged publicly, this offer prompted the establishment of an intelligence- 
sharing channel between the Central Intelligence Agency and Syrian Mili- 
tary Intelligence, which had not been in contact since the first Gulf War.’ 

The intelligence channel moved ahead until the eve of the Iraq war, peri- 
odically raising speculation about a broader rapprochement between Wash- 
ington and Damascus. As Seymour Hersh reported in the New Yorker, the 
information Syrian Military Intelligence provided exceeded the CIA’s expec- 
tations in quantity and quality.’ At times, the information generated 
actionable leads, allowing the CIA and allied security services to thwart 
what administration officials described as operations that would have 
resulted in the deaths of Americans.'** President Bush, in his communica- 
tions with Bashar, whether by letter or phone, always acknowledged Syria’s 
cooperation with the United States against al-Qaeda. 

Continuation of the channel, however, was always a controversial issue 
within the Bush administration. Neoconservatives in the Office of the Sec- 
retary of Defense and the Office of the Vice President opposed accepting 
Syrian help, arguing that it might create a sense of indebtedness to Damas- 
cus and inhibit an appropriate American response to a state sponsor of ter- 
rorism. Defense Department officials, in fact, argued that any form of 
engagement with a state sponsor was a concession that threatened the 
integrity of the administration’s global war on terror. As a result of this 
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internal disagreement, the administration’s engagement with Damascus 
remained limited to intelligence sharing against al-Qaeda. 

While Damascus was cooperating with the United States against al- 
Qaeda, its own indirect involvement with terrorist activity was proving 
increasingly problematic for Syria’s standing in Washington. This was true 
both in the context of the global war on terror and in the context of an 
increasingly violent intifada. Over the course of 2002, the Bush administra- 
tion had reiterated demands that Bashar close Palestinian rejectionist facil- 
ities in Syria, expel key rejectionist leaders, assist in shutting down Hizbal- 
lah’s terrorist leadership in Lebanon, and block further transshipment of 
Iranian military equipment to Hizballah fighters via Damascus. These de- 
mands were conveyed personally to Bashar during Secretary Powell’s April 
visit to Damascus, Assistant Secretary of State Burns’s visit in October (at 
which Burns delivered a letter from President Bush to Bashar making these 
points), and another visit by Burns in January 2003. 

Bashar wanted to use intelligence sharing against al-Qaeda to leverage 
broader cooperation with the United States and indicated his understand- 
ing that Syria would have to modify its stance toward terrorist organiza- 
tions to which it maintained ties. He also indicated that establishing a more 
cooperative strategic relationship with the United States was a matter of 
some sensitivity for him within his regime. In his October 2002 meeting 
with Assistant Secretary Burns, for example, Bashar expressed interest in 
using the intelligence-sharing channel to address more contentious bilateral 
issues, such as Iraq and terrorism, noting that what came to him through 
the intelligence channel came “unfiltered.”'** However, the divisions within 
the administration over the advisability of engaging Syria thwarted a serious 
test of this offer. On the terrorism front, as with Iraq, the administration 
deferred fundamental questions of Syria policy until after the Iraq war. 

Once the Iraq war was over, Syria’s support for terrorism became the 
highest-priority item on the U.S. agenda with Bashar. But the administra- 
tion was still unable to decide on a coherent strategy for pursuing its objec- 
tives in Damascus. In the weeks following Saddam’s overthrow, coercive 
regime change had been put aside as a near-term policy option for Syria. 
But neoconservative elements in the administration continued to oppose 
contingent offers of strategic, political, or economic benefits to a state spon- 
sor like Syria in return for the cessation of its involvement in terrorism; such 
a carrots-and-sticks approach would be, they argued, a reward for bad 
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behavior. The only alternative left was reiteration of long-standing U.S. 
demands that Syria sever its ties to terrorists, backed by intermittently esca- 
lating pressure on Bashar to comply. 

This has remained the Bush administration’s basic orientation toward 
Syria since the spring of 2003. In May 2003 Secretary Powell returned to 
Damascus with talking points heavily focused on U.S. demands that Syria 
roll back its terrorist ties. But Powell had little to put on the table to induce 
significant changes in Syrian behavior. Predictably, the secretary accom- 
plished nothing of importance in his exchange with the Syrian leader. A 
subsequent visit to Damascus by Assistant Secretary Burns in August 2003 
was no more fruitful. As the administration grew more frustrated with con- 
tinued Syrian intransigence on Iraq and terrorism, it shifted its position in 
the fall of 2003 and dropped its opposition to the Syria Accountability and 
Lebanese Sovereignty Restoration Act, which President Bush signed into law 
in December. The administration began to implement the new law in May 
2004, imposing new sanctions on Syria. At the end of the year, the adminis- 
tration was considering imposing additional sanctions on Syria that would 
further circumscribe the ability of U.S. companies to do business there. 

Despite the lack of any appreciable success in getting Syria to modify its 
problematic behaviors, particularly regarding terrorism, the administration 
continues to resist a strategy of conditional engagement with Damascus. 
Pressed on this point in February 2004, a member of the National Security 
Council staff said to the author, “Of course we’re not going to negotiate with 
Syria over that. They should stop those activities because it’s the right thing 
to do.” 


Lebanon as Pressure Point 


As the Bush administration sought new ways to increase pressure on 
Damascus, it found its way back to an old policy idea—using Lebanese sov- 
ereignty as a way of threatening what Syrian leaders perceive as vital inter- 
ests. Hard-line elements in the administration, including Secretary Rums- 
feld and younger neoconservative advocates in the Office of the Secretary of 
Defense and the Office of the Vice President, were intrigued by the idea of 
using Lebanon as a pressure point against Damascus from the beginning 
of Bush’s tenure. But the administration lacked a partner on the Security 
Council willing to support a resolution condemning the Syrian occupation 
of Lebanon. By the summer of 2004, however, French president Jacques 
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Chirac had become sufficiently angered at Bashar’s handling of Lebanese 
prime minister Hariri that France shifted its position and agreed to cospon- 
sor, with the United States, a strongly worded Security Council resolution. 
In particular, the increasingly obvious Syrian meddling in Lebanese wran- 
gling over President Lahud’s possible extension in office prompted a 
tougher French position. 

President Chirac’s government had long opposed an extension for Lahud 
and had supported the Maronite patriarch, Cardinal Sfayr, and other 
Maronite leaders in their opposition to such a step.'*° When it became clear 
that Lahud would get the extension, Chirac wanted to mobilize interna- 
tional criticism of the move and quickly won U.S. backing for what would 
become Security Council Resolution 1559. 

The passage of resolution 1559 was a significant diplomatic defeat for 
Bashar. Not only did Syria’s longtime ally, France, support the measure, but 
China, Russia, and the council’s only Arab member, Algeria, all abstained. 
Since the resolution was passed, France and the United States have cooper- 
ated to establish a timetable for regular reports by the secretary general on 
the resolution’s implementation. In the aftermath of Hariri’s assasination in 
February 2005, the reelected Bush administration decided to use the issue 
not simply to compel the withdrawal of Syrian forces from Lebanon, but 
also to weaken Syria’s strategic position. 


Since the end of the Iraq war, Bashar has grown increasingly frustrated by 
what he sees as the Bush administration’s unwillingness to strike a strategic 
bargain with Syria. According to Bashar and other senior Syrian officials, 
USS. officials do not seek to negotiate important issues with Damascus. 
Rather, they repeat long-standing demands and expect compliance without 
any discussion of a quid pro quo.'’’ Bashar presents himself as unable, 
under these circumstances, to do much to satisfy Washington or build a bet- 
ter bilateral relationship. As the Syrian president himself told the author in 
January 2004, Syria is “a state, not a charity. If it is going to give something 
up, it must know what it will get in return.” 

Thus, Bashar has been unsuccessful in his efforts to prevent a substan- 
tial deterioration in Syria’s relations with the United States. Since the end 
of the Iraq war, Bashar has sought ways to compensate for the lack of pos- 
itive engagement with Washington. The decision to conclude an associa- 
tion agreement with the European Union, discussed in chapter 3, had a 
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strategic dimension in addition to its internal economic and political 
aspects. In January 2004 Bashar traveled to Turkey in an effort to give 
Syria’s burgeoning economic relationship with its northern neighbor a 
strategic cast; in particular, the Syrian leader is interested in using Turkey— 
a NATO member and close ally of the United States—as an intermediary to 
the Bush administration.'** State visits to China in June 2004 and Russia in 
January 2005 further expanded and solidified Bashar’s trade network and 
political alliances. 

But the absence of positive engagement with Washington remains 
Bashar’s biggest diplomatic liability. This deficit is a drag on Syria’s regional 
standing and handicaps any strategy for its internal reform. The question of 
U.S.-Syrian relations during Bashar’s tenure must now be explored from 
the perspective of U.S. foreign policy. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


Options and 
Recommendations 
for U.S. Policy 


VER THE COURSE of successive administrations, Democratic and 

Republican, the United States has defined an ambitious policy 

agenda toward Syria. Currently, U.S. objectives include preventing 
Syria from interfering with U.S. goals in Iraq, ending Syria’s support for 
Palestinian terrorist groups and Lebanese Hizballah while restoring its 
cooperation against al-Qaeda, stopping Syrian WMD programs, and ending 
the Syrian occupation of Lebanon. It is a logical extension of the Bush ad- 
ministration’s emphasis on promoting economic and political liberalization 
in the greater Middle East that the United States should encourage reform 
in Syria without sparking social instability there, so as to limit Syria’s poten- 
tial as a source of militant Islamism. Although no Israeli-Syrian peace talks 
have been held since 2000, the United States continues to have a strong in- 
terest in encouraging an eventual negotiated peace between Israel and Syria; 
such an agreement would be valuable in itself and as an essential part of a 
comprehensive Arab-Israeli peace. 

Notwithstanding the importance of these objectives, the Bush adminis- 
tration has failed to develop a genuine policy toward Syria, if by “policy” 
one means an integrated series of public positions, diplomatic initiatives, 
and other measures (including, perhaps, the actual or threatened use of 
force, either overtly or covertly), all rooted in a strategy for persuading 
Syria to change its problematic behaviors and cooperate in the pursuit of 
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U.S. goals. The administration has yet to resolve its internal differences 
over Syria policy, leaving it with an ineffective “neither fish nor fowl” pos- 
ture. During its first term in office, the administration was able to agree 
only on a laundry list of complaints about Syria’s lack of cooperation with 
U.S. goals in Iraq, support for terror, and pursuit of weapons of mass de- 
struction, which it reiterated in largely unproductive diplomatic exchanges 
with Damascus. Although the administration was able to coordinate effec- 
tively with France and other members of the Security Council to win pas- 
sage of Security Council Resolution 1559 in September 2004, the Bush 
team eschewed for the most part any serious or sustained effort to coordi- 
nate policy toward Syria with the European Union or other important in- 
ternational players. 

The Bush administration’s lack of a serious policy toward Syria should be 
viewed in historical perspective. For almost a decade, from the Madrid con- 
ference in 1991 until 2000, successive Republican and Democratic adminis- 
trations thought about engaging Syria primarily in the context of the Syrian 
track of the Arab-Israeli peace process. In this approach, outstanding bilat- 
eral differences were to be resolved as part of a peace settlement between 
Israel and Syria. For example, it was generally understood that, as part of 
such a settlement, Syria would have no need for and would sever its ties to 
Palestinian rejectionists and disarm Hizballah fighters in southern Lebanon. 
Similarly, Syria’s WMD programs would be put into a less threatening and 
ultimately more solvable context. But of course, the peace treaty between 
Israel and Syria that U.S. mediators worked so hard to facilitate never came. 
Moreover, as has already been noted at several points, in a six-month period 
in 2000, the underpinnings of the U.S. approach to the Syrian track and the 
management of the U.S.-Syrian relationship disappeared with the collapse 
of the Syrian track, the Israeli withdrawal from southern Lebanon, Hafiz al- 
Asad’s death, and the outbreak of the Intifada al-Agqsa. 

As a result of these events, the Bush administration came to office with 
no inherited operational framework for policy toward Syria. As President 
Bush enters his second term, the United States still lacks a framework for 
dealing effectively with Syria in the absence of a Syrian track of the peace 
process. Consequently the Bush administration has had little success in get- 
ting Syria to modify its problematic behaviors or in cultivating a more con- 
structive relationship with the Asad regime, despite letters and phone calls 
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to Bashar from President Bush, personal meetings with Colin Powell during 
his tenure as Bush’s secretary of state, and visits by other senior administra- 
tion officials. This policy vacuum is deleterious to U.S. interests and needs 
to be corrected if the administration is to formulate and sustain a more 
coherent strategy for the war on terror and for pursuing its agenda in the 
broader Middle East. 


Strategic Underpinnings 


What would optimal U.S. policy toward Syria look like? Logically, one can 
identify four alternative strategic options for U.S. policy toward Syria: 
increasing sanctions and other forms of pressure, pursuing coercive regime 
change in Damascus, restarting the Syrian track of the Middle East peace 
process, and conditional engagement with the Asad regime outside of the 
peace process. Each of these strategies has its proponents among American 
foreign policy elites. Each also has its own historical record in U.S. policy, 
either with particular reference to Syria or to other cases. 


Increasing Pressure 


To the extent that current U.S. policy toward Syria reflects an underlying 
strategy, that strategy would seem to be one of trying to change Syrian be- 
havior by increasing pressure on Damascus through additional unilateral 
sanctions and critical rhetoric. This is certainly the logic of the Syria Ac- 
countability and Lebanese Sovereignty Restoration Act (SALSA), which the 
Bush administration began to implement in May 2004.’ Some members of 
Congress would like to impose still more sanctions on Syria.’ In this regard, 
the administration is taking preparatory steps to impose additional sanc- 
tions under SALSA that would effectively shut down the operations of U.S. 
companies in Syria and, as noted in chapter 4, is also considering imposing 
sanctions on the Syrian financial sector under the Patriot Act. The with- 
drawal of the U.S. ambassador to Damascus could also be considered effec- 
tively a sanction. 

For their proponents, additional sanctions have a symbolic value in con- 
veying American displeasure with troublesome Syrian behaviors. Unfortu- 
nately, little in the historical record suggests that unilateral sanctions con- 
tribute significantly to the modification of those behaviors. 
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Imposing pressure on Syria through unilateral sanctions has a long and 
essentially unproductive record as a U.S. policy tool. Syria has been desig- 
nated a state sponsor of terrorism since the state sponsors list was first pub- 
lished in 1979, subject to the automatic imposition of several unilateral 
sanctions, including prohibitions on the sale or transfer of military items, 
restrictions on the transfer of dual-use items, a ban on U.S. assistance to 
designated governments, and mandatory U.S. opposition to the extension of 
support by international financial institutions to designated countries. 

Twenty-five years of this approach do not seem to have affected Syrian 
behavior or strategic and tactical calculations appreciably. In 1986, under 
pressure from the Reagan administration following the Hindawi affair, the 
U.S. oil company that had initially developed Syria’s oil fields, Pecten Inter- 
national, was compelled to divest its holdings in Syria; the holdings passed 
to Shell, establishing the Anglo-Dutch firm as the biggest foreign oil com- 
pany operating in Syria. As a senior Shell executive has put it, U.S. divesti- 
ture did nothing to stymie Syrian oil production or press Syria’s economy; 
it only provided a non-U.S. company with what has proven to be a very 
profitable business opportunity. 

To argue that imposing additional unilateral sanctions, whether under the 
Syria Accountability Act or some other measure, will in itself be more effec- 
tive in the future, one has to explain why a twenty-five-year record of policy 
failure should not be taken as a predictor of the likely consequences of doing 
more of the same. The only circumstance under which sanctions might work 
to change a problematic regime’s negative behavior is when the sanctions are 
multilateral in scope.’ But, in the Syrian case, European states, Japan, Russia, 
China, and other major players in the world economy are not prepared to 
join the United States in sanctioning the Asad regime over terrorism or 
weapons of mass destruction, and it is not clear how far these actors would 
go to press Damascus over Syrian hegemony in Lebanon. 

In this regard, the European Union’s decision to resume talks with 
Damascus over an association agreement in the immediate aftermath of the 
Bush administration’s decision to implement the Syria Accountability Act 
suggests that resort to unilateral sanctions will only reduce the chances for 
coordinating the positions of the EU and other major international actors 
with U.S. policy goals toward Syria. When pressed on the point during 
an on-the-record question-and-answer session in October 2004, Stephen 
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Hadley, then the deputy national security adviser, could only note that 
U.S. and European policies toward Syria were characterized by “imperfect 


coordination.” 4 


Coercive Regime Change 


In the context of the global war on terror, another U.S. approach that has 
emerged for dealing with problem states is the threatened or actual pursuit 
of coercive regime change. Since the September 11 attacks, coercive regime 
change through direct military action has become the centerpiece of the Bush 
administration’s approach to the war on terror. The United States used mili- 
tary force to topple problematic regimes in Afghanistan in 2001 and Iraq in 
2003. More recently, the administration has claimed that the perceived threat 
of being the next target for coercive regime change—a perception generated 
by U.S. military action to unseat Saddam Hussein in Iraq—drove Libyan 
leader Mu‘ammar al-Qadhafi’s decision to give up his WMD programs and 
renounce terrorism.° 

Even before the September 11 attacks, neoconservative foreign policy 
advocates were interested in the possibility of pursuing coercive regime 
change in Syria. In 1996, a group of American neoconservatives, including 
Douglas Feith and Richard Perle, published a report making recommen- 
dations to then-incoming Israeli prime minister Binyamin Netanyahu 
regarding Israeli national security policy, including using military force for 
purposes of “weakening, containing, and even rolling back Syria.”° The 
report was drafted by foreign policy analyst David Wurmser, who in sub- 
sequent works made clear his preference for creating political orders based 
on tribal and familial lines in place of strong secular regimes in both Iraq 
and Syria.’ 

Feith and Perle came to hold positions of influence in the Pentagon in the 
Bush administration’s first term; Wurmser served as a staffer to Under Sec- 
retary of State John Bolton and at the end of 2004 was a Middle East adviser 
on Vice President Dick Cheney’s staff. It is thus not surprising that the Of- 
fice of the Secretary of Defense became the principal agent advocating a 
coercive regime change strategy toward Damascus, supported by the Office 
of the Vice President. In April 2003, Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wol- 
fowitz was the first senior administration official to suggest that the United 
States might take military action against Syria, citing reports that the Asad 
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regime was harboring senior Iraqi leaders and WMD following the launch 
of Operation Iraqi Freedom to justify his declaration, “There’s got to be a 
change in Syria.”* Wolfowitz’s statement helped prepare the ground for Sec- 
retary Rumsfeld’s remarks later that month. Although the Bush White 
House has not opted to pursue regime change in Damascus, neoconserva- 
tive advocates inside and outside the administration continue to look at 
Syria as a prospective target. 

Although coercive regime change through direct military action offers 
the attraction of allowing the United States to seize the initiative toward a 
problematic state with policy instruments of unequaled effectiveness, it is 
not an all-purpose option. In some situations, as in Afghanistan under the 
Taliban, the use of force may be unavoidable and thus eminently justified on 
strategic and moral grounds. It is by no means clear, however, that over- 
throwing the Asad regime is the only way to achieve U.S. policy goals toward 
Syria; indeed, Bashar’s interest in engagement strongly suggests that the 
United States could achieve its objectives more efficiently through hard- 
nosed diplomacy than by armed invasion. 

Moreover, ongoing commitments in Iraq make it doubtful that the 
United States has a serious option to launch “Operation Syrian Freedom” 
anytime soon. Notwithstanding its superpower status, the United States 
does not have the resources, either material or political, to resolve its differ- 
ences with every problematic state around the world in this way in a time 
frame that is meaningful for the global war on terror. Logistically and oper- 
ationally, the U.S. military has come under increasingly severe strain be- 
cause of ongoing requirements in Afghanistan and Iraq.’ The Pentagon is 
already unable to field sufficient forces to complete the job in those theaters 
and meet its commitments in other hot spots, such as the Korean Penin- 
sula.'° The United States simply does not have enough military assets at its 
disposal for an extended series of campaigns to topple troublesome regimes 
across the greater Middle East.'! Over time, this state of affairs has become 
increasingly clear to regional observers, diminishing whatever diplomatic 
utility the implicit threat of additional campaigns of coercive regime change 
might have had. 

Politically, it is doubtful that the United States can maintain the interna- 
tional legitimacy of a global war on terror in the absence of strategic alter- 
natives to coercive regime change.” In the aftermath of the September 11 
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attacks, the United States had the support of virtually the entire interna- 
tional community for a military campaign to unseat the Taliban in Afghan- 
istan and for other actions to eliminate the threat of further attacks by al- 
Qaeda.” By shifting its focus to Iraq, where the justification for urgent 
forcible regime change was perceived in many quarters as less clear-cut, the 
Bush administration lost a significant measure of that support.’ Further 
resort by the United States to coercive regime change in countries such as 
Syria where other options are not widely perceived to be either nonexistent 
or exhausted would almost certainly further reduce international support 
for the war on terror. Especially in the Arab and Muslim worlds, the risk of 
popular blowback against the United States would increase. 

In the case of Syria, one would also have to consider the strong likelihood 
of postconflict difficulties on a scale comparable to those confronted by U.S. 
and allied forces in Iraq. Syrian society is at least as complicated as Iraqi 
society, with similar tendencies toward fragmentation along ethnic and sec- 
tarian lines. And the Iraq experience suggests that the U.S. government has 
a long way to go before Americans should be confident in its ability to antic- 
ipate the most likely difficulties in such challenging environments and plan 
effectively for postwar stabilization." 

Given the prospective problems associated with pursuing coercive re- 
gime change in Syria through direct military action, some have suggested 
relying on external opposition elements to sweep away the Asad regime. A 
group of legislators are preparing a so-called Syria-Lebanon Liberation Act, 
modeled on the Iraq Liberation Act, to encourage such a strategy. There is, 
to be sure, a loose Syrian external opposition movement, consisting of 
exiled Muslim Brotherhood figures and secular opponents of the Asad re- 
gime in various European locales (mostly London and Paris). And in 2002, 
a Syrian-American activist, Farid Ghadry, launched the Reform Party of 
Syria, putting it forward as the core of a more vital external opposition to 
the Syrian regime.'® 

Historically, however, a strategy of relying on an external opposition to 
bring about political change in authoritarian regimes has an unbroken 
record of failure as a guide for U.S. policy. The work of Miami-based Cuban 
exiles has done very little to improve the political situation in Cuba or the 
lives of ordinary Cubans. The exile strategy for regime change did not work 
in Iraq, either; direct foreign intervention was required to meet that goal. 
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(Moreover, since the fall of Saddam’s regime, the coalition’s overreliance on 
returning exiles has arguably been one of the factors creating a risk of 
strategic failure for the United States in Iraq.) 

Similarly, the Syrian expatriate opposition movement would seem to be 
an inadequate base for changing the political environment inside Syria. 
There is no evidence that exiled secular oppositionists have much of a fol- 
lowing inside Syria; indigenous civil society activists eschew association 
with the exiles, preferring not to put their own standing within Syria in 
question. The one exception to this is the Kurdish Yakiti Party, which has 
developed an affiliation with the Reform Party of Syria. However, given the 
risks of regional fallout from Kurdish separatist ambitions in a politically 
unsettled environment, the United States should be exceedingly cautious 
before opting to play the “Kurdish card” in Syria. In the near term, such an 
approach would at a minimum complicate U.S. relations with important 
regional players like Turkey and Iran in return for uncertain gains. In the 
longer term, such an approach could raise the risks of the dismemberment 
of multiethnic states in the heart of the Middle East, fomenting further 
regional instability. 

In addition, even if an external opposition were somehow able to desta- 
bilize the Asad regime, the experience of Afghanistan and Iraq strongly sug- 
gests that making a smooth transition to a new political order will not be 
easy. Indeed, given the fractiousness inherent in Syrian society, the most 
likely political outcome in the near term would be chaos. And the most 
likely alternative to emerge from that chaos would be a heavily Islamist state, 
hardly an advance for U.S. interests. 

Finally, some neoconservative advocates argue that the Bush adminstra- 
tion’s current campaign to increase international pressure on Syria to with- 
draw from Lebanon should be broadened into a campaign to bring down 
the Asad regime. All the caveats about the desirability of coercive regime 
change, whether through direct military action or external opposition activ- 
ity, would, of course, apply to this scenario as well. Beyond these concerns, 
there is also the risk that a precipitous Syrian withdrawal from Lebanon 
could contribute to a reemergence of sectarian conflict there, particularly if 
a new government in Beirut pushed too quickly on the issue of disarming 
Hizballah (in keeping with the requirement in resolution 1559 that all 
Lebanese militias be disbanded and disarmed). Alternatively, any new polit- 
ical order in Beirut purporting to represent all elements of Lebanese society 
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would have to include Hizballah—which, to say the least, would not be a 
clear gain for U.S. interests. 


Restarting the Syrian Track 


Among those inclined toward more constructive ways of dealing with 
Damascus, a number of analysts have focused on the importance of restart- 
ing a meaningful Syrian track of the Middle East peace process. Given the 
long experience of Israeli-Syrian negotiations in the 1990s, some have 
argued that renewal of the Syrian track is the best way for Washington to 
encourage the Asad regime to take a more conciliatory and cooperative pos- 
ture toward U.S. concerns.'” Others have suggested that, given the central 
importance of a return of the Golan Heights to Syrian control for both 
Hafiz and Bashar al-Asad, restarting negotiations toward that end is effec- 
tively the only way to engage the Asad regime."* 

These arguments are not unsound. Certainly, the prospect of U.S. ac- 
tivism in the peace process was a key factor in winning Syrian support for the 
first Gulf War coalition. During the 1990s the Syrian track was the frame- 
work for structuring the U.S.-Syrian relationship more broadly; it would be 
difficult to argue that the relationship was not in better shape in those years 
than today. Resumption of the Syrian track would allow a U.S. administra- 
tion to put differences with Damascus over terrorism and weapons of mass 
destruction into a more politically manageable framework; it could also 
make it easier for the United States and Syria to cooperate on issues outside 
the Arab-Israeli arena, such as Iraq. 

Moreover, if a renewed Syrian track bore fruit, the benefits would be 
undeniable. A treaty with Syria is essential for Israel to complete the “circle 
of peace,” to use Shimon Peres’s phrase, with its Arab neighbors. Peace with 
Syria would also eliminate Hizballah’s terrorist threat to Israeli security and 
remove Iran’s forward base in Lebanon. 

Given all these advantages, restarting peace negotiations between Israel 
and Syria would clearly serve U.S. interests. As noted earlier, the Bush ad- 
ministration has paid far less attention to the Syrian track than to the Pales- 
tinian issue. The benefits of Israeli-Syrian peace for Israeli and U.S. interests 
should prompt the administration to overcome its first-term reluctance to 
lean forward on a possible resumption of the Syrian track. Nevertheless, the 
reality is that political conditions in both Syria and Israel will make it hard 
to bring the two parties back to the negotiating table any time soon. 
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On the Syrian side, it seems unlikely—based on the analysis presented in 
the preceding chapter—that Bashar would agree to a resumption of talks 
without some sort of Israeli reaffirmation of the Rabin deposit. It seems 
even more improbable that Bashar would conclude an agreement that did 
not meet his late father’s conditions for an acceptable settlement. 

On the Israeli side, however, it is exceedingly unlikely—given current 
political configurations in Israel and the tensions that have accumulated 
between Israel and Syria since 2000—that there will be an Israeli govern- 
ment willing to meet Syrian conditions for resuming and concluding peace 
talks in the near term. If Prime Minister Sharon remains in office, even in 
coalition with Labor, the chances that the government would reaffirm the 
Rabin deposit as the basis for renewed negotiations with Syria seem low 
indeed. Martin Indyk has constructed a scenario in which, after carrying out 
his Gaza disengagement initiative in 2005, Sharon opts for resuming negoti- 
ations with Syria if only to deflect pressure to repeat in the West Bank what 
he had just completed in Gaza.'? While Sharon seems eminently capable of 
making that sort of complicated tactical calculation, no evidence exists to 
indicate that he would be willing under any conceivable circumstances to 
pay the price that Syria would require for a peace agreement. Sharon has 
shown no interest in the arguments of those in Israel’s intelligence commu- 
nity and senior ranks of the IDF who favor such a course. 


Conditional Engagement 


In light of the difficulties in restarting the Syrian track under existing 
circumstances, the last strategic option for dealing with Syria is for the 
United States to engage Damascus without waiting for progress in the peace 
process. This would represent something of a historical departure in U.S. 
policy toward Syria, since the United States has yet to develop a framework 
for constructively engaging Damascus apart from the Syrian track. 

What does a strategy of conditional engagement look like? Fundamen- 
tally, it is a strategy for modifying the behavior of problematic regimes 
through hard-nosed, carrots-and-sticks engagement. The essence of condi- 
tional engagement is to contrast the benefits of cooperation with the likely 
costs of noncooperation—in other words, to tell rogue leaders what is in it 
for them if they change their behavior and to make sure they understand 
what will happen to them if they do not. 
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Although the United States has yet to try a strategy of conditional en- 
gagement with Syria, Washington has pursued this strategy successfully with 
other regimes: 

—Conditional engagement, started before the September 11 attacks, 
helped to get Sudan out of the terrorism business and on the road toward 
a settlement of its civil war; the country’s regression into the horrors of 
Darfur does not fundamentally undercut the significance of these countert- 
errorism achievements.” 

—Conditional engagement, started with British support during the Clin- 
ton administration and picked up by the Bush administration before the 
September 11 attacks, was also key to getting Libya to meet its obligations 
pursuant to the Lockerbie/Pan Am 103 case as defined in United Nations 
Security Council resolutions, removing the main barrier to U.S.-Libyan dis- 
cussion of bilateral differences.”! 

In both these cases, the United States defined a clear quid pro quo—the lift- 
ing of multilateral sanctions—for specified positive changes in Sudanese 
and Libyan behavior regarding terrorism. 

The logic of conditional engagement also contributed to Libya’s decision 
to abandon its WMD programs. Throughout the diplomatic dialogue with 
Tripoli over the Lockerbie case, U.S. representatives made clear that there 
would be no fundamental improvement of bilateral relations, including a 
lifting of U.S. sanctions, until U.S. concerns about Libyan WMD programs 
were addressed.” On both Lockerbie and WMD issues, the United States 
employed a classic carrots-and-sticks approach with Tripoli, making clear 
that no progress was possible until U.S. concerns were definitively addressed, 
but also making clear the benefits that would accrue to Libya from coop- 
eration. Washington is continuing this approach by declining to remove 
Libya from the list of state sponsors of terror until Tripoli institutionalizes a 
counterterrorism dialogue with the United States and satisfactorily addresses 
questions regarding its alleged involvement in a plot to assassinate Saudi 
crown prince Abdallah. 

Unfortunately, the Bush administration has been unwilling to extend this 
approach to other state sponsors of terror. In fact, the administration de- 
cided soon after September 11, 2001, that, as a matter of policy, it would not 
offer or define potential carrots for inducing state sponsors to change their 
problematic behaviors.”* This basic posture has also characterized Bush 
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policies toward Iran and North Korea over their nuclear activities. If U.S. 
diplomatic engagement with Sudan and Libya had not begun before the 
September 11 attacks, it is far from clear that the administration would have 
been willing to begin this kind of diplomatic process with either state. 

Would such a strategy work with regard to Syria the way it has worked to 
move Sudan in a positive direction on terrorism and to induce Libya to 
meet its international obligations in the Pan Am 103 case and renounce 
weapons of mass destruction? Or is Syria more analogous to Afghanistan 
under the Taliban or Iraq under Saddam Hussein—an irredeemable regime, 
incapable of modifying its behavior, regardless of the incentives and disin- 
centives put in front of it? The answers to these questions lie in an assess- 
ment of Bashar al-Asad as national leader. 

Based on the analysis developed in preceding chapters of Bashar’s back- 
ground, his views on reform, and his handling of domestic and foreign pol- 
icy issues since assuming the presidency, it would seem that the Syrian pres- 
ident is, for U.S. purposes, “engageable.” On the positive side of the ledger, 
Bashar has demonstrated some reformist impulses. He is not an ideological 
fanatic like Mullah Muhammad Omar or violent thug like Saddam Hussein. 
Bashar has made it clear that Syria needs to modernize, but he does not have 
a fully elaborated vision for reform and lacks the technocratic capacity to 
develop such a vision. He has also made clear his view that Syria’s long-term 
interests would be served by better relations with the United States—in part 
because of his need for external assistance and support to push reform at 
home. Bashar has frequently expressed to American and other foreign visi- 
tors his interest in an authoritative dialogue with the United States, some- 
thing that has not been available to him with the Bush administration. 
Bashar envisions, in this kind of dialogue, that both sides would put their 
various concerns on the table and would negotiate to put together a strate- 
gic “package.” When asked what concerns he would raise, Bashar notes three 
items: a return of the Golan Heights, a constructive relationship with what- 
ever post-Saddam political structure emerges in Iraq, and a robust bilateral 
relationship with the United States to help him obtain the expertise and 
other resources he needs to advance Syria’s internal reform. 

On the negative side of the ledger, Bashar’s reformist impulses have been 
constrained by a still powerful old guard, by security service and familial 
networks that benefit from the status quo, and by the imperative to be per- 
ceived as keeping faith with his father’s legacy. Bashar can fall into strident 
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Ba‘thist, anti-American rhetoric, and he is still trying to follow and adapt 
the strategic script he received from his father. But this script affords an 
opportunity for engaging Bashar as well as for putting limits on his flexibil- 
ity; the script acknowledges the desirability for Syria of a better relationship 
with the United States while making a strategic breakthrough dependent 
on meeting conditions rooted in the tensions of Syrian domestic politics. 

What all of this suggests is that Bashar could be a suitable subject for 
diplomatic engagement if engagement provides him with a clear roadmap 
to the desired goal and empowers him to move in that direction. To engage 
Bashar successfully, it is not enough to complain about problematic Syrian 
behaviors. Instead, the United States must give Bashar explicit and specific 
targets for reversing those behaviors. And engagement must be backed by a 
set of policy tools that would impose costs for continued noncompliance 
with U.S. requirements but also promise significant benefits in the event of 
cooperation—in other words, carrots and sticks. 

But is it possible to engage Bashar outside a renewed Syrian track? Again, 
the answer would seem to be a qualified “yes.” Based on his sharply negative 
assessment of Prime Minister Sharon’s intentions regarding Syria, Bashar 
has frequently expressed pessimism about the chances for a resumption of 
talks or conclusion of an agreement while Sharon is in office. In early 2004, 
when asked whether it would be possible to “bracket” the issue of the Golan 
Heights to avoid having the possibilities for improved U.S.-Syrian ties held 
hostage to a peace process that is not likely to be very active in the near 
term, Bashar replied in the affirmative. With regard to the Golan’s return, 
Bashar said, “we don’t need our land back tomorrow or next week”; Syrians 
know that “it will come back to us” eventually. All that Bashar needs from 
Washington on the peace process to be able to work on other parts of a 
U.S.-Syrian strategic package is, by his own statement, “some words, some 
rhetoric.” 


Putting Together a Package 


It is very much in the interest of the United States to explore this kind of 
strategic package with Syria, rooting such exploration in the logic of con- 
ditional engagement. To do this, the United States will need to sort out its 
priorities among its various policy objectives toward Syria. Given the ongo- 
ing U.S. commitment to postwar stabilization in Iraq and the precedence of 
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the global war on terror for America’s post-September 11 foreign policy, 
eliciting Syrian cooperation with U.S. goals in Iraq and getting Syria out of 
the terrorism business should be the top priorities. U.S. policymakers 
should link the pursuit of ending Syria’s involvement in terrorism with ini- 
tiatives to strengthen the capacity of Bashar and reform-minded members 
of his regime to undertake internal reforms. 

Other U.S. policy objectives are either less pressing in the current envi- 
ronment or less immediately attainable in a manner supportive of the broad 
range of U.S. goals in the region. For example, the solution to the WMD 
problem is inevitably bound up with the achievement of peace between 
Israel and Syria. It is also unlikely that the problem of Syria’s standing in 
Lebanon will be resolved through negotiation among various power centers 
in Lebanon and Syria, almost certainly mediated by regional and interna- 
tional actors; complete resolution will only be achieved over time. The 
retrenchment of Syrian hegemony in Lebanon will also need to be imple- 
mented carefully to avoid a reemergence of sectarian conflict and violence. 
Israeli prime minister Sharon’s national security adviser Giora Eiland 
recently echoed long-standing Israeli concerns that an overly precipitous 
Syrian withdrawal from Lebanon would pose a threat to Israeli security.” 


Traq 


In Iraq the United States and a new Iraqi government would benefit from 
sustained and more far-reaching coordination with Syria on problems of 
border security; in the longer run, Syrian endorsement would give a post- 
Saddam political order greater perceived legitimacy among Iraqis and the 
region. To win greater Syrian cooperation with these U.S. goals, Syria must 
be offered prospective accommodation of its legitimate interests in post- 
Saddam Iraq, if Damascus proves to have helped the United States and other 
international and regional partners tackle the security and political prob- 
lems there. 

To be maximally effective, this accommodation should have both eco- 
nomic and strategic components. In the economic sphere, appropriate car- 
rots to induce greater Syrian cooperation could include facilitation of 
Syrian-Iraqi trade and Syrian participation in Iraqi reconstruction. In the 
strategic sphere, Washington should indicate openness to dialogue with 
Damascus on Syria’s diplomatic and political interests in Iraq. Such a dia- 
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logue could be launched under the rubric of a regional “contact group” for 
Iraq—including Iraq’s neighbors along with, perhaps, the permanent mem- 
bers of the Security Council—but could then be taken into a freestanding 
bilateral channel. (The multilateral conference on Iraq’s future held in 
Sharm al-Shaykh in November 2004 could in theory serve as the starting 
point for establishing a contact group framework for Iraq, but it is not clear 
how assiduously the Bush administration will follow up on the meeting.) 
Alternatively, the United States could simply start a bilateral dialogue on 
Iraq with Damascus. 

To be sure, within the Bush administration, the State Department has 
been relatively forward-leaning in pushing for some kind of dialogue with 
Damascus regarding Iraq. But the idea has been resisted by harder-line ele- 
ments in the interagency process, and the Syrians have yet to receive a clear 
signal from the administration as to what they could expect in return for 
greater cooperation with U.S. goals there. The possibility of an incipient 
“strategic dialogue” with the United States would be attractive to the Asad 
regime. As noted earlier, the regime has a long-standing and chronic fear of 
regional marginalization. Following the 1991 Persian Gulf War, Syria’s prin- 
cipal forum for having its regional interests considered by the United States 
was the Syrian track of the Middle East peace process. In the aftermath of 
Saddam’s overthrow, U.S. willingness to begin talking with Bashar about 
Syria’s regional interests, with an initial focus on Iraq, would be an appro- 
priate carrot for improving Syrian behavior. Among other things, it would 
allow Bashar to demonstrate to other powerful players in the regime that 
Syrian interests are better served by cooperation with the United States than 
by continued resistance to U.S. objectives. Over time, as Syrian behavior 
improved, a U.S.-Syrian strategic dialogue could be broadened to encom- 
pass other subjects of mutual interest, reinforcing this positive dynamic. 

Of course, for a conditional engagement strategy to be complete, it must 
have sticks as well as carrots. In the case of Syria, the definition of sticks prob- 
ably needs to go beyond the withholding of potential carrots to include the 
imposition of negative consequences. If Syria were not willing to increase and 
sustain its cooperation with U.S. objectives in Iraq, the most suitable negative 
consequence for the United States to impose would be to declare publicly its 
intention to send U.S. military forces into Syrian territory at will in pursuit of 
insurgent cadres, and to publicly announce each time it had done so. 
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Terrorism 


In the context of the global war on terror, getting Damascus out of the 
terrorism business is perhaps the most important near-to-medium-term 
USS. policy objective toward Syria. Currently, Syria’s status as a state sponsor 
of terror is the single biggest impediment to any sustained improvement in 
U.S.-Syrian relations. 

In light of these considerations, the United States should adopt a new 
approach to managing Syria’s designation as a state sponsor of terrorism. In 
the 1990s the United States made Syria’s removal from the state sponsors list 
contingent on a peace treaty with Israel that never came. In the current 
environment, it should now tie removal to changes in Syria’s relations with 
terrorists. Specifically, the United States should indicate it would be pre- 
pared to take Syria off the state sponsors list provided the Asad regime 
expelled terrorists from its territory, renewed counterterrorist cooperation 
with the United States against al-Qaeda, and broadened that cooperation to 
include rolling back Syria’s own terrorist links. Many readers may assume 
that this is already U.S. policy, and at least some U.S. diplomats will suggest 
that it is. But the fact of the matter is that the United States has never made 
such an offer to the Asad regime. Indeed, during the Clinton administra- 
tion, the policy was that Syria would be removed from the state sponsors list 
only in the context of a peace agreement with Israel. Since the Bush admin- 
istration has been in office, it has declined to offer the Syrians the kind of 
roadmap for getting off the list advocated here. 

Again, sticks need to accompany the carrots. On the terrorism issue, the 
United States should indicate that in its view, the old rules of the game cov- 
ering Syria’s ties to terrorist groups and paramilitary proxies no longer 
apply. That means, first of all, that Syria cannot rely on Washington to 
restrain Israeli responses to terrorist provocations in quite the same way as 
in the past. While the United States clearly does not want to see escalating 
conflict along Israel’s northern border or Israeli reoccupation of southern 
Lebanon, it may have a more tolerant posture toward Israeli retaliatory 
strikes against not only Syrian targets in Lebanon but also targets inside 
Syria. (The international nonresponse to Israeli air strikes inside Syria in 
November 2003 provides something of a precedent that the United States 
could build on in making its diplomatic representations to Damascus.) 
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As the United States defines a new approach to handling Syria’s status as 
a state sponsor of terrorism, Syria’s prospective removal from the list should 
be tied explicitly to initiatives to strengthen Bashar’s capacity for undertak- 
ing significant internal reform. It should be made clear to Damascus that 
taking Syria off the list would allow American economic aid to flow to the 
country for the first time in decades and substantially increase assistance 
from international financial institutions. Even though Syria’s delisting as a 
state sponsor would be offered as a quid pro quo for Damascus effectively 
getting out of the terrorism business, the resulting opportunities to encour- 
age significant internal reform would make this a “win-win” proposition for 
U.S. policy. Washington should also coordinate the provision of aid and 
assistance with the EU’s efforts to promote economic and political reform 
under an association agreement with Syria to maximize the potential gains. 
EU officials and officials of various European governments indicate that 
they would welcome such an approach. 

Linking Syria’s delisting as a state sponsor of terror with measures to bol- 
ster Bashar’s standing to carry out more sweeping internal changes would 
give a more strategic cast to the notion of promoting reform in Middle East- 
ern states as part of the war on terror. The Bush administration has defined 
the promotion of fundamental political and economic transformation in 
the Middle East as a vital strategic objective in the war on terror, but it has 
not defined a high-level strategy for pursuing this objective. The lack of a 
strategy for promoting internal reform is particularly true with regard to 
states like Iran and Syria, with which the United States has strained bilat- 
eral relations.*? The administration has proposed a pair of initiatives—the 
Middle East Partnership Initiative and the Middle East Trade Initiative—to 
encourage transformation within and among regional states.** Neither will 
apply in a substantial way to problem states like Syria. The partnership 
initiative is essentially a compilation of already existing democracy-promo- 
tion and social reform programs; its funds cannot be spent in problem 
states like Syria.” The trade initiative, too, is aimed almost entirely at states 
with which the United States already has some kind of strategic cooperation 
or, at least, a positive bilateral relationship; state sponsors of terror like Iran 
and Syria are deliberately excluded.” 

To lend further support to Syrian reform efforts, the United States 
should modify other aspects of its current policy to strengthen Bashar’s 
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hand against those inside Syria resisting positive change. History would 
suggest that refusing to engage with either the Syrian regime or civil soci- 
ety actors through provision of official assistance is counterproductive to 
the goal of encouraging greater openness, economic reform, and political 
liberalization. A strategy of simultaneously engaging authoritarian regimes 
in the early stages of reform and civil society actors has had an impressive 
record of success, particularly in the former Soviet bloc and Latin America. 
This should be the model for U.S. policy toward Syria under Bashar 
al-Asad. 

To that end, the United States should modify current provisions of its 
emerging initiatives for promoting economic and political reform in the 
greater Middle East to permit greater engagement with both regime and 
civil society in Syria. Two specific changes are in order. First, the United 
States should stop blocking Syria’s application to begin the process of acces- 
sion to the World Trade Organization. Like implementation of an EU asso- 
ciation agreement, the WTO accession process holds the potential of help- 
ing Bashar overcome at least some of the deep-rooted impediments slowing 
or blocking economic reform in Syria. Second, the United States should per- 
mit official funds to flow to NGOs in Syria, even before diplomatic engage- 
ment might succeed in getting Syria out of the terrorism business. The 
NGO movement in Syria is perhaps the most hopeful channel for promot- 
ing social and political reform in Syria, and merits U.S. support. Again, the 
logic of carrots and sticks should apply. As the United States stepped up its 
support for NGOs in Syria, any effort by the regime in Damascus to con- 
strain the activities of these groups should be the occasion for formal diplo- 
matic protest and perhaps even public criticism along the lines of the Bush 
administration’s posture regarding Egypt’s detention of civil society activist 
Sa‘d Eddin Ibrahim in 2001-02. 


Completing the “Circle of Peace” 


As noted, other issues of concern to the United States—including Syria’s 
pursuit of weapons of mass destruction and its ongoing occupation of 
Lebanon—are likely to be resolved only in the context of an Israeli-Syrian 
peace settlement. Given an assessment that a resumption of Israeli-Syrian 
peace talks is not likely in the near term, what should the United States do 
to manage these issues in the meantime? Such consideration is also bound 
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up with the matter of the U.S. declaratory posture regarding an Israeli- 
Syrian peace agreement. 

As noted above, Bashar believes that he needs rhetorical cover from the 
United States regarding the Syrian track in order to move ahead and deal 
with Washington on other issues. As it is in the U.S. interest to explore a 
strategic package with Syria focusing on Iraq, terrorism, and the promotion 
of internal reform, it is also in the U.S. interest to offer such rhetorical cover, 
consistent with Washington’s traditional role as sponsor of the peace 
process and with Israeli security interests. 

There are two possible vehicles for providing Bashar cover for moving 
ahead on other issues in the absence of concrete progress on the return of 
the Golan Heights to Syrian control. First, the United States could indicate 
bilaterally to Damascus that it understands Syrian requirements for peace 
with Israel and is open to working for an agreement meeting those require- 
ments, as long as Israeli requirements for a settlement are also addressed. 
Alternatively, the United States could endorse more fully than it has so far 
the 2002 Arab League peace initiative, while noting that final boundaries 
between Israel and its Arab neighbors remain, ultimately, subjects for nego- 
tiations among the parties.” Such a posture would, among other things, 
convey to Damascus that the United States understands an Israeli-Syrian 
agreement returning significantly less than all of the Golan Heights to Syr- 
ian control is not diplomatically feasible for Syria and the other Arab states. 
(The two approaches, of course, are not mutually exclusive.) 

Would either or both of these approaches provide sufficient cover for 
Bashar to respond constructively to a U.S. strategy of conditional engage- 
ment? The chances would seem relatively good. As noted in the previous 
chapter, the value of Syria’s ties to anti-Israeli terrorist groups has already 
declined in ways that Bashar appears to appreciate. In that context, U.S. 
adoption of either or both of the positions described above would send an 
important signal to Bashar that giving up Syria’s terrorist cards would not 
compromise his chances of an acceptable peace agreement down the road. 
In fact, such a U.S. position would allow Bashar to argue within the regime 
and publicly that cooperation with Washington on terrorism would bring 
Syria closer to its goal of regaining the Golan. 

In return for such an understanding with the United States, Bashar should 
be asked to acknowledge at least privately that as part of an overall Israeli- 
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Syrian settlement, questions regarding Syria’s weapons of mass destruction 
and its presence in Lebanon would need to be addressed definitively. 

These are the elements of a U.S.-Syrian strategic package rooted in a real- 
istic assessment of on-the-ground political realities in Syria. By working 
toward such a package, the United States could improve its situation in Iraq, 
make appreciable gains in the war on terror, and accelerate the pace of inter- 
nal reform in Syria. In the process, Washington could also lay the founda- 
tions for an eventual Israeli-Syrian peace and establish predicate conditions 
for dealing with Syria’s WMD programs and the gradual normalization of 
its relationship with Lebanon. At a time when the U.S. position is under 
severe challenge in the Middle East, it would be truly disappointing if the 
American body politic were unable to muster the wherewithal for proceed- 
ing with policies so manifestly in the U.S. interest. 


APPENDIX A 


Chronology of 
Bashar al-Asad’s Presidency 
June 2000 to December 2004 


2000 


June 10 Hafiz al-Asad dies of heart failure at age sixty-nine. Vice President ‘Abd 
al-Halim al-Khaddam becomes acting president. The Ba‘th regional com- 
mand promotes Bashar al-Asad to general, appoints him commander-in- 
chief of the armed forces, and nominates him for president. Parliament votes 
unanimously to amend Article 82 of the Syrian constitution, lowering the 
age requirement for president from forty to thirty-four, Bashar’s age. 

June 13 Rifa‘t al-Asad, exiled brother and erstwhile challenger to Hafiz, calls 
Bashar’s ascension “a knife in the back of the Syrian nation” and later sug- 
gests that he himself is a more qualified standard-bearer. (al-Jazeera, 6/12/00; 
Zisser, “Does Bashar al-Asad Rule Syria?”) 

June 14 U.S. secretary of state Madeleine Albright meets with Bashar in 
Damascus and declares him eager to renew efforts for peace. (NYT, 6/14/00) 

June 17 The ninth Ba‘th Party general congress selects Bashar as its secretary 
general and nominates him for president. A new ninety-member central 
committee and a twenty-one-member national command council are 
elected. (AP, 6/17/00; AFP, 6/20/00) 

June 26 Foreign banks are permitted to operate in five new free-trade zones: 
Adra, Aleppo, Damascus, Latakia, and Tartus. (al-Thawra, 6/26/00) 

June 27 Parliament unanimously elects Bashar president of the republic. 

July 3 Prime Minister Mustafa Miru announces an emergency plan to alleviate 
unemployment in Syria. (AFP, 7/4/00) 


Note: A source key may be found at the end of the timeline. 
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July 7 Syria revokes its thirty-year ban on private automobile imports. (AFP, 
7/8/00) 

July 10 Bashar is elected president in a national referendum, winning 
97.29 percent of the vote. (AP, 7/11/00) 

July 17 Bashar orders the state media to refrain from using terms such as 
“immortal president” to describe the late Hafiz al-Asad and to curtail the 
use of magnification, glorification, or exaggeration in general in the state- 
run news. He also orders the removal of street signs and posters bearing his 
own image. (Tishrin, 7/17/00) 

July 17 In his inaugural address, Bashar calls for serious economic reform— 
namely, a greater role for the private sector. He also supports the modern- 
ization of laws and administrative reform, rejects Western democracy as a 
suitable model for political development in Syria, and pledges his commit- 
ment to a peaceful recovery of the occupied Golan Heights. 

July 22 Bashar decrees the establishment of Internet technology departments 
at the four Syrian public universities. (AFP, 7/22/00) 

July 26 Riyad al-Turk, first secretary of the Syrian Communist Party, publishes 
an article in the Arab press proclaiming that “Syria cannot remain a kingdom 
of silence,” criticizing the hereditary succession of Bashar, and calling for 
democracy in Syria. (al-Quds al-‘Arabi, 7/2/00) 

July 27 Thirty members of the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood are released from 
prison. (AP, 7/27/00) 

July 27 ‘Ali ‘Abd al-Karim is appointed the new director of the Syrian Arab 
News Agency (SANA), and new editors are appointed to the official newspa- 
pers al-Thawra (Mahmud Salameh) and Tishrin (Khalaf Mohammed al- 
Jaraf). (AFP, 7/27/00) 

August 5 In a meeting with the leadership of the ruling National Progressive 
Front, Bashar considers proposals for “modernizing” and “developing” the 
party, including changing the political party law, loosening restrictions on 
the press, and reevaluating the emergency law. (al-Sharq al-Awsat, 8/5/00) 

August 8 Syria grants permission to three foreign banks—Société Générale 
Libano-Européenne de Banque, Fransabank, and the Banque Européenne 
pour le Moyen-Orient—to operate in special free-trade zones. (AFP, 8/8/00) 

August 26 Bashar raises civil servant salaries by 25 percent, the first such raise 
in six years. (AP, 8/26/00) 

September 27 Syrian intellectuals issue the Statement of 99 in the London- 
based Arabic newspaper al-Hayat, calling for an end to the state of emer- 
gency, amnesty for political prisoners, rule of law, freedom of speech and the 
press, a more liberal climate for public life, and open political participation. 
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September 28 The al-Aqsa Intifada erupts in the wake of Ariel Sharon’s visit to 
the Temple Mount/al-Haram al-Sharif. 

October 1 Breaking with tradition, the state-owned al-Thawra publishes a 
stinging critique of rampant corruption and nepotism in the state bureau- 
cracy, directly faulting the policies of past governments. Author ‘Aref Dalilah, 
former dean of the economics department at Damascus University, writes 
that “social and economic development had been frozen for 20 years.” (AFP, 
10/2/00) 

October 3 Bashar holds his first press conference with the international media 
at the conclusion of a state visit to Egypt, with Egyptian president Hosni 
Mubarak at his side. (al-Quds al-‘Arabi, 10/4/00) 

October 18 Bashar, meeting with U.S. secretary of state Madeleine Albright in 
Riyadh, rebuffs her suggestion for a new Syrian-Israeli peace initiative, on 
the grounds that Syria will not negotiate during the Palestinian intifada. 
(Mideast Mirror, 12/22/00) 

October 22 At the Arab Summit in Cairo, Bashar delivers a stern rebuke to the 
Israeli military for its attempt to crush the intifada by force of arms but calls 
for a peaceful end to conflict. (NYT, 10/22/00) 

November Iraq begins pumping oil through the Kirkuk pipeline to the Syrian 
oil terminal at Banyas, reportedly at a rate of 150,000 barrels a day, violating 
the UN sanctions on Saddam Hussein’s regime. This is the first time the 
pipeline has been used since it was closed in 1982. (Oil Daily, 11/22/00) 

November 15 On the thirtieth anniversary of the revolution that brought his 
father to power, Bashar signs an amnesty freeing approximately 600 Syrian 
and Lebanese prisoners, out of an estimated political prisoner population of 
1,500. The pardon covers criminal and certain political offenses committed 
before November 16, 2000, and includes a reduction of prison sentences for 
economic crimes. Bashar presents the bill to parliament for approval, break- 
ing with Hafiz’s tradition of issuing decrees without the consultation of the 
parliament. The bill is also the first public acknowledgment that political 
prisoners are being held by the regime. (AP, 11/16/00; Zisser, “A False Spring 
in Damascus”) 

November 19 Bashar decrees that al-Mezzeh prison will be transformed into a 
hospital. (AP, 11/21/00) 

November 29 The ruling Ba‘th Party grants publishing rights to the other 
National Progressive Front parties and permission for them to recruit mem- 
bers. (UPI, 11/29/00; al-Hayat, 12/1/00) 

December 1 The state budget, presented to the Syrian parliament on October 
30, is signed into law before the start of the fiscal year for the first time in a 
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decade. The $7.7 billion budget is a 10 percent increase over the previous 
year’s budget. (Arabicnews.com, 9/26/00; Tishrin 12/1/00) 

December 2 The Ba‘th Party approves a decision to permit the establishment of 
private banks and to open a securities exchange market. (SANA, 12/2/00) 
December 5 The Ba‘th national leadership announces the end of the ap- 
pointment of party leaders. Henceforth, party leaders will be elected by party 
members, and the leadership will also be subject to votes of no confidence. 

The first party vote is set for January 20, 2001. (al-Hayat, 12/5/00) 

December 11 Syrian authorities hand over to Lebanese authorities forty-six 
Lebanese and eight Palestinian prisoners charged with politically motivated 
crimes. Several days later, Lebanese prosecutor general ‘Adnan ‘Addum 
releases a list of ninety-three Lebanese prisoners remaining in jail in Syria for 
criminal offenses and declares the issue of Lebanese in Syrian jails closed, 
over the protest of family associations and human rights groups in Lebanon. 
(AP, 12/11/00; AEP, 12/15/00) 

December 15 Syria signs a $1 billion memorandum of understanding with 
Lebanon and Egypt to build an undersea pipeline for natural gas from el- 
Arish in Sinai to the northern Lebanon city of Tripoli. From Tripoli, over- 
land pipelines will branch off to Syria, Jordan, Turkey, and Europe. (AP, 
12/15/00) 

December 17 The Committees for the Defense of Human Rights in Syria, led 
by Aktham Nu‘aysa, issues a public call for amnesty for the remaining polit- 
ical prisoners in Syrian jails, the abolition of secret trials, and permission for 
all exiles to return. (NYT, 12/17/00) 

December 23 Syria appoints a new ambassador to Jordan, filling a post that 
had been vacant since Syria recalled its ambassador during a 1993 dispute 
over the draft peace accord between Israel and Jordan. (AP, 12/24/00) 

December 25 The Syrian Savings Bank becomes the first institution in the 
country to offer credit cards. (AFP, 12/25/00) 


2001 


January 1 Bashar weds Asma Akhras, twenty-five-year-old daughter of a Syrian 
cardiologist practicing in London, in a secret New Year’s Day ceremony in 
Damascus. 

January 4 Sawt al-Sha‘b (Voice of the People), the newspaper of the Bakdash 
wing of the Syrian Communist Party in the National Progressive Front, be- 
comes the first paper not controlled by the regime to be published in Syria 
since 1963. (AP, 1/5/01) 
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January 7 The Statement of 1,000 is published with the signatures of 1,000 
intellectuals. The new document, more radical in its agenda than the State- 
ment of 99, establishes the Committees for the Revival of the Civil Society as 
a coordinating body for the new political forums around the country and to 
facilitate the finding of solutions to Syria’s problems. (al-watha’ig al-sadirat 
‘an al-hayvat al-ta’sisiyya, lijan ihya’ al-mujtama‘ al-madani fi suria, Damas- 
cus, undated). 

January 16 Syria announces that it has extensive diamond reserves, larger than 
those it discovered in 1983, and invites private companies to make bids on 
developing the mines. (MEED, 1/26/01) 

January 18 The Syrian Telecommunications Establishment awards build- 
operate-transfer contracts to Syriatel (a subsidiary of the Egyptian mobile 
phone company Orascom) and Lebanon’s Investcom to build a network to 
cover 90 percent of the country and offer services to up to 1.7 million sub- 
scribers. (MEED, 2/2/01) 

January 19 Muhammad Sawwan announces the formation of the Gathering 
for Democracy and Unity (al-tajammu‘ min ajli al-dimuqratiya wa al- 
wahda), a “permanent democratic forum” to tackle issues such as corrup- 
tion, patriotism, and nationalism. (al-Safir, 1/19/01) 

January 20 Syria amends its exchange rate laws to permit the Commercial 
Bank of Syria to conduct limited foreign exchange rate transactions at the 
free market rate for the dollar for the first time in forty years. The move is 
seen as an important first step toward a unified market rate that will simplify 
foreign transactions. (MEED, 2/2/01) 

January 25 Riyad Sayf, an independent member of parliament, announces his 
intention to form a political party called the Party of Social Peace (hizb al- 
salam al-ijtima‘t). (al-Hayat, 1/26/01) 

January 29 Syrian information minister ‘Adnan ‘Omran, commenting on the 
reformist discussion salons that have sprouted up since Bashar took power, 
says “we respect the opinions of others so long as they fall under the consti- 
tution and are founded on responsibility and a commitment toward the 
country and unity. What goes beyond the law is forbidden.” He also alleges 
that civil society activists are often in the pay of foreign governments. On the 
state of emergency, ‘Omran says, “Martial law exists, but it is frozen and is 
not applied.” (AFP, 1/29/01) 

January 30 Unidentified assailants assault writer and civil society forum orga- 
nizer Nabil Sulayman in Latakia, in what many observers identify as the first 
incident in a state-led counterattack against civil society activists. (George, 
Syria, p. 48) 


1/2 CHRONOLOGY OF BASHAR’S PRESIDENCY 


January 31 Syria and Iraq sign an agreement to set up a free trade zone 
between them, which goes into effect on April 1, 2001. (AFP, 1/31/01) 

February 6 The Ba‘th Party leadership decides to permit the establishment of 
private universities. (SANA, 2/6/01) Four are eventually authorized in a 
series of decrees in 2003: the Arts and Sciences Private University in Aleppo, 
Qalamoun Private University in Deir Attih, Maamoun Sciences and Tech- 
nology University in Qamishli, and the Union Private University in Raqqa. 
(SR, 10/03) 

February 8 In his first extensive interview with the press, Bashar tells al-Sharq 
al-Awsat that opening the Syrian government to new political parties is a 
possibility but refuses to set forth a timetable. He also announces that he is 
willing to “continue negotiations” with Israel but says that there must be 
prior guarantees that Syria will return to its 1967 borders with the conclu- 
sion of a peace agreement. Bashar accuses reformists who have spoken out in 
the foreign press of being “an elite group” that misrepresents itself as the 
voice of the majority. (al-Sharq al-Awsat, 2/8/01) 

February 15 The Arab Socialist Union party of the National Progressive Front 
publishes the second nonofficial newspaper in Syria, al-Wahdawi (The 
Unionist). (AFP, 2/15/01) 

February 17 The Ba‘th Party explains that it has sent members of its Regional 
Command Council throughout the country to explain the political situa- 
tion to the party rank and file and Syrian citizens. One Ba‘th official explains 
that the initiative is intended to activate the role of the party and explain the 
accomplishments of the National Progressive Front to counter the negative 
rhetoric that has been generated in reformist salons. (al-Sharq al-Awsat, 
2/17/01) 

February 17 Syrian security services begin demanding that salons submit an 
application for a license before they open their doors to private discussions. 
Permission is contingent on each salon’s registering the name of the owner 
and site of the forum, as well as submitting to the authorities the names of 
the salon’s participants and the text of the lectures to be given, due fifteen 
days in advance of any scheduled meeting. (UPI, 2/17/01; al-Hayat, 
2/20/01) 

February 21 A Ba‘th Party official says that the civil society activists in Syria 
“misunderstood President al-Asad’s investiture speech last July” and “went 
beyond the red lines and the national and pan-Arab constants. They could 
have played a major role if they had not tampered with the fundamental 
issues [questioning the leading role of the Ba‘th].” Vice President ‘Abd al- 
Halim al-Khaddam echoes the criticism, saying that the discussion forums 
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cross “red lines, which are society’s security and stability.” (al-Hayat, 2/21/01; 
AFP, 2/22/01) 

February 21 Riyad Sayf openly defies the ban on unlicensed political discus- 
sion forums by holding a gathering at his home. (AFP, 2/22/01) 

February 26 Syrian cartoonist ‘Ali Firzat, famed throughout the Arab world, 
publishes the first issue of al-Dommari (The Lamplighter), a magazine fea- 
turing satire, cartoons, and social commentary. The magazine is the first pri- 
vately owned, independent newspaper not affiliated with a political party 
published in Syria since 1963. (AP, 2/26/01) 

February 27 Bashar decrees a new copyright law protecting authors from “all 
forms of plagiarism, distortion, or any breach.” (SANA, 2/27/01) 

March 14 Egypt’s President Hosni Mubarak and Jordan’s King Abdallah arrive 
in Damascus for talks and to celebrate the extension of their shared electric- 
ity grid to Syria. The grid is to be connected to Turkey and Lebanon in the 
future. (AP, 3/14/01) 

March 21 The parliament endorses a new law on banking secrecy, in a step 
toward reestablishing private banks in Syria. (UPI, 3/19/01) 

March 27 At the Arab Summit in Amman, Jordan, Asad lambastes Israeli society 
as “more racist than Nazism itself accuses the Israeli public of ruining the 
peace process, and calls for peace on the basis of full acceptance of Palestinian, 
Lebanese, and Syrian territorial demands. (Jordan TV Channel 1, 3/27/01) 

March 29 The Syrian parliament authorizes the operations of private banks in 
Syria. Foreign investors are permitted as long as Syrians own 51 percent of 
the shares of any private bank. (AP, 3/29/01) 

April Syria and the European Union (EU) sign an agreement for a National 
Indicative Programme designed to support economic development, institu- 
tional strengthening, industrial modernization, and trade liberalization. The 
program, funded by grants from the EU, will progress in several stages of tar- 
geted projects led by EU experts who will focus on specific areas in need of 
reform and will lead toward the goal of integration into a Euro-Med Free 
Trade Area. (SR, 12/02) 

April 10 The officially banned but tolerated Committees for the Defense of 
Human Rights in Syria issues its annual report in Damascus, estimating that 
800 political prisoners remain behind bars in Syrian jails. (AFP, 4/10/01) 

April 11 Defense Minister Mustafa Tlas tells Abu Dhabi satellite television that 
he has “evidence” proving that the intellectuals who signed the Statement of 
1,000 are agents of American intelligence. Tlas also asserts that the absence 
of any mention of the Arab-Israeli conflict in the petition proves that its sig- 
natories are in the pay of the enemy. (al-Quds al-‘Arabi, 4/12/01) 
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April 15 After a Hizballah attack on an Israeli tank in the disputed Sheba‘a 
Farms area kills one soldier, Israeli warplanes strike a Syrian radar post in 
central Lebanon, killing two Syrian soldiers and injuring five. (AP 4/15/01; 
AFP, 4/16/01) 

May Bashar issues a decree increasing civilian and military state employee 
salaries by 20 percent and pensioners’ allowances by 15 percent. (SR, 11/02) 

May 3 From exile in London, the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood issues a draft of 
a Covenant of National Honor for Political Activity (mithaq sharaf watani Iil- 
‘amal al-siyasi), calling for a modern and democratic state, a national dia- 
logue, and a rejection of political violence. (al-Hayat, 5/4/01) 

May 5 Nizar Nayyuf, journalist and secretary general of the Committees for the 
Defense of Democratic Freedoms and Human Rights in Syria, is released 
from prison after serving nine years of a ten-year sentence for membership 
in an outlawed organization and the dissemination of false information. 
Nayyuf immediately embarks on a hunger strike to protest his continuing 
house arrest and the ban on his travel outside the country for medical treat- 
ment. (AFP, 5/7/01) 

May 6 Pope John Paul I] visits Damascus and becomes the first pontiff to enter 
a mosque. He also meets with Syrian grand mufti Shaykh Ahmed Kuftaro to 
discuss Christian-Muslim understanding. Asad delivers a speech in the 
pope’s presence in which he derides Jews as the enemy of Christians and 
Muslims, holding them responsible for “betraying” and “torturing” Jesus 
Christ. The speech is widely denounced in the foreign media. (AP, 5/6/01; 
SANA, 5/5/01; NYT, 5/7/01) 

May 8 Mahmud Salameh is dismissed from his post as editor-in-chief of al- 
Thawra. (Mideast Mirror, 5/30/01) 

May 11 Lebanon signs an agreement to buy gas from Syria, to be delivered via 
a pipeline to be constructed between the two countries. The $13 million 
pipeline will be linked to the gas pipeline network connecting Syria to Jordan 
and Egypt, which was completed on March 14, and later will be extended to 
Turkey. (AFP, 5/12/01) 

May 13 The Faysal wing of the Syrian Communist Party, a constituent party of 
the National Progressive Front, publishes al-Nur (The Light), the fourth non- 
regime-sanctioned party newspaper in Syria. (AFP, 5/13/01) 

June 14 Syrian troops begin their first major withdrawal in Lebanon since 
Bashar took power. At least 6,000 soldiers turn over their positions in greater 
Beirut to the Lebanese Army; most of the Syrian soldiers return home, the rest 
are redeployed in the Biqa‘a Valley. Approximately 20,000 Syrian soldiers con- 
tinue to occupy Lebanon after the pullout. (NYT, 6/20/01; CSM, 6/21/01) 
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June 24 Al-Iqtisadiyya, Syria’s second independent newspaper and first eco- 
nomic journal, publishes its first issue. (AFP, 6/23/01) 

August 9 After declaring a hunger strike to protest charges directed at him by 
regime security services, Ma’mun al-Homsi, an independent member of par- 
liament, speaks out against martial law, the absence of free political expres- 
sion, and the economic monopoly of regime strongmen and their children. 
Two days later he is arrested and jailed on charges of defying state orders, 
insulting the government, and evading taxes. (AFP, 8/9/01) 

September 2 Riyad al-Turk, a Communist Party leader who was formerly 
imprisoned for seventeen years under the Hafiz al-Asad regime, is arrested 
after he stridently criticizes policies under Hafiz during a public symposium 
in Damascus. Al-Turk said that political, economic, and social stagnation in 
Syria were a consequence of the course set by the elder Asad. (AP, 9/2/01) 

September 11 Terrorists hijack four planes in the United States and crash three 
of them into the World Trade Center towers and the Pentagon, killing nearly 
3,000 people. Asad responds with a call for “global mutual help” to eradicate 
terrorism and protect human rights. Al-Ba‘th runs a headline on September 
12 that reads: “Black Tuesday in United States, Syria Condemns Destructive 
Attacks.” (AFP, 9/12/01; NYT, 9/13/01) 

September 23 Bashar issues a decree reaffirming private publishing rights 
“within the framework of the law” but banning articles that reveal informa- 
tion damaging to national security or unity. The decree criminalizes the pub- 
lication of “falsehoods” and “fabricated reports,” and imposes heavy fines or 
imprisonment, or both, for violators.(AP, 9/23/01; Human Rights Watch, 
World Report 2002: Syria) 

October The Reform Party of Syria, a group of “secular, peace-committed 
American-Syrians, Euro-Syrians, and native Syrians” led by Washington-area 
businessman Farid Ghadry, is founded. The party calls for U.S.-led pressure 
on the current Syrian regime to create a “New Syria” that “embraces real 
democratic and economic reforms.” (http://reformsyria.org) 

October 8 Syria is unanimously elected to a two-year term as nonpermanent 
member of the United Nations Security Council. Syria’s nomination for an 
Asian seat on the Council is supported by 160 nations with no opposition 
from the United States. Israel is the only UN member to express its disap- 
proval. Al-Ba‘th calls Syria’s election “a triumph.” Syria’s term of service 
begins in January 2002, and it serves as president of the Security Council in 
June 2002 and August 2003. (AP, 10/8/01, 10/9/01) 

October 11 In response to a question about the U.S. response to countries such 
as Syria who do not cooperate satisfactorily in the war on terror, U.S. deputy 
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secretary of state Richard Armitage says: “The consequences might be what- 
ever the coalition finds worthy and it runs the gamut from isolation to finan- 
cial investigation, all the way up through possibly military action.” President 
Bush makes a more conciliatory statement later in the day: “The Syrians have 
talked to us about how they can help in the war against terrorism. We take 
that seriously and we'll give them an opportunity to do so.” Armitage’s state- 
ment prompts a protest by the Syrian Foreign Ministry, which summons 
U.S. ambassador to Syria Ted Kattouf for an explanation. (Daily Telegraph, 
10/13/01) 

October 29 Ahead of the November 9-13 World Trade Organization (WTO) 
meeting in Qatar, Syria announces its intention to formally apply for admis- 
sion to the organization. The WTO confirmed receipt of the application on 
November 13. (AP, 10/29/01, 11/13/01) 

November 25 Bashar issues his second sweeping amnesty, releasing at least 122 
political prisoners, mainly Islamists. (AFP, 11/25/01) 

November 30 Syria passes its 2002 government budget, amounting to $7.66 bil- 
lion, a 10 percent increase over the 2001 budget. (SyriaLive.net, 11/30/01) 
December 6 Bashar’s wife, Asma, gives birth to their first child, Hafiz. (AP, 

12/6/01) 

December 8 Bashar signs into law a plan to create a new agency to combat 
unemployment, which will “diversify the structure of the economic and ser- 
vices sectors and absorb new arrivals on the job market.” Prime Minister 
Mustafa Miru says the five-year plan will cost $1 billion and create 440,000 
jobs. (SR, 12/01) 

December 13 The imminent closure of the infamous Tadmur prison in 
Palmyra is announced. The order does not appear to have been carried out 
by the end of 2004. (Gulf News, 12/13/01; Zisser, “A False Spring”) 

December 13 In Bashar’s first cabinet reshuffle, eighteen of the thirty-three 
appointed ministers are new faces, the number of Ba‘thist ministers is 
reduced to nineteen from twenty-six, and the key ministries of finance, econ- 
omy, transportation, tourism, and agriculture have new occupants. Mustafa 
Miru remains prime minister. (AP 12/13/01; al-Hayat, 12/14/01) 


2002 


January 22 Hassan Turkmani assumes the post of Army chief of staff from ‘Ali 
Aslan, who retires from service at age seventy-two. (Syrian Arab TV, 1/22/02) 
January 30 The Council of Ministers approves a draft decree exempting radio 
stations “confined to music programs and commercials” from the restric- 
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tions on private broadcasting. The new regulations are issued as a law on 
August 21, 2002, but the first private radio station (al-Madina FM) is not 
launched until February 2005. (al-Ba‘th, 1/30/02; SANA, 8/21/02; al-Sharq 
al-Awsat, 2/2/05) 

February 1 Foreign Minister Faruq al-Shar‘ rejects an Israeli offer to resume 
peace negotiations with no conditions because it would signify “the non- 
application of the principles of peace and a return to square zero.” (al-Safir, 
2/1/02) 

February 12 A Jordanian newspaper reports that Defense Minister Mustafa 
Tlas submitted his resignation to Asad and will retire in July 2002 at age sev- 
enty. (al-Dustur, 2/12/02) 

February 17 Saudi crown prince Abdallah tells Thomas Friedman of the New 
York Times about the land-for-peace proposal he intends to present at the 
Arab Summit in Beirut in March, prompting widespread discussion and 
speculation in the media. (NYT, 2/17/02) 

March 3 Asad visits Beirut to discuss the upcoming Arab Summit with 
Lebanese president Emile Lahud. The visit is the first to Lebanon by a Syrian 
head of state since Hafiz al-Asad traveled to the Lebanese border town of 
Chtaura in 1975. The elder Asad never visited Beirut. (Tele-Liban TV, 3/3/02) 

March 6 After meeting with Crown Prince Abdallah in Saudi Arabia, Bashar 
“expressed satisfaction,” despite some reservations, at the land-for-peace 
proposal the Saudi prince is to unveil at the Arab Summit in Beirut. (AP, 
3/6/02) 

March 27-28 In Beirut, Syria joins in the unanimous Arab Summit endorse- 
ment of Saudi crown prince Abdallah’s initiative toward a “just and compre- 
hensive peace” with Israel. In his address to the summit, Asad calls for the 
formation of a committee of representatives from Arab countries concerned 
with the peace process who will explain the initiative to the UN and the EU. 
He also calls for Arab states to sever relations with Israel and continue to 
support the intifada “materially and morally.” (Tele-Liban TV, 3/27/02; WP, 
3/29/01) 

April 3 Syria announces the second major withdrawal of its troops from 
Lebanon. An unspecified number pull out of central Lebanon toward the 
Biqa‘a Valley and back into Syria. (AP, 4/3/02) 

April 16 U.S. secretary of state Colin Powell, on a trip to the Middle East, adds 
an unscheduled stop in Damascus to his itinerary and meets privately with 
Asad. The visit followed a series of cross-border attacks launched against 
Israel from Lebanon by Hizballah and Palestinian militants and a heavy 
Hizballah bombardment of Israeli positions in the Sheba‘a Farms area on 


178 CHRONOLOGY OF BASHAR’S PRESIDENCY 


April 10. Asad rejects Sharon’s proposal for a new Arab-Israeli summit when 
Powell raises the issue in Damascus. (NYT, 4/16/02; AP, 4/16/02; CSM, 
4/17/02) 

April 20 Prime Minister Mustafa Miru fires ‘Ali ‘Abd al-Karim from the direc- 
torship of SANA, replacing him with Ghazi al-Dib. Al-Karim is given an 
advisory position in the Ministry of Information. Fayiz Sayigh is appointed 
head of Syrian radio and television. (AFP, 4/22/02) 

April 21-23 First lady Asma al-Asad hosts a three-day conference on Arab 
women’s role in economic development. The conference, organized by the 
industrial businesswomen committee of the Damascus Chamber of Indus- 
try, is attended by more than 250 businesswomen from at least fourteen Arab 
countries. (MidEastWeb.com, 4/2/02; ArabicNews.com, 4/23/02) 

April 28 Asad decrees the formation of a new Ministry of Expatriate Affairs to 
“activate the role of Syrian expatriates and communities in bolstering the 
relationship between their mother country and the countries in which they 
reside.” (SANA, 4/28/02) 

May 15 By presidential decree, Defense Minister Mustafa Tlas has his term of 
service extended two extra years beyond the retirement age of seventy. (AFP, 
5/15/02) 

May 24 Ina sign of growing cooperation between the leadership of Syria and 
Iraq, the Syrian Information Ministry issues a ban on the “printing, circula- 
tion, and distribution” of Iraqi opposition newspapers in Syria. (al-Hayat, 
5/24/02) 

June The Ministry of the Economy announces a $200 million plan to upgrade 
services and assist in the development of the Commercial Bank of Syria. (SR, 
11/02) 

June 2 Syrian satellite television begins broadcasting a fifteen-minute daily 
news bulletin in Hebrew aimed at “revealing the truth to the Israelis.” (AFP, 
6/2/02) 

June 3-4 Javier Solana, foreign policy chief of the EU, meets with Asad in Da- 
mascus and tells him “the time is ripe for an initiative of a political nature.” 
(AEP, 6/3/02) The following day, U.S. assistant secretary of state William 
Burns meets with Asad and reports that “Syria will support an effort based 
on UN Security Council resolutions relating to the Israeli-Arab conflict and 
on the principle of land-for-peace.” Burns receives only a lukewarm recep- 
tion from Asad to his proposal for a new peace conference. (AFP, 6/4/02) 

July 22 Syria’s third independent weekly, a self-described “political, economic, 
cultural, and general affairs magazine,” publishes its first issue. Abiad wa 
Aswad (White and Black) was granted a license on April 28 and is owned by 


CHRONOLOGY OF BASHAR’S PRESIDENCY 179 


Mohammad Bilal Turkmani, son of Hassan Turkmani, who became defense 
minister in 2004. (AFP, 7/22/02) 

July 22 The Committee of the Parents of the Lebanese Disappeared or 
Detained in Syria makes a public visit to Syrian interior minister ‘Ali Ham- 
mud in Damascus to present him with a list of 176 Lebanese believed to be 
held or “disappeared” by the Syrian authorities. The minister tells them that 
he needs three months before he can issue a response. When the organiza- 
tion tries to visit Damascus on November 2 to receive his reply, the convoy 
is turned back at the Syrian border and told to take up the issue with 
Lebanese authorities. (Human Rights Watch, World Report 2003: Syria) 

August 23-25 The Syrian Muslim Brotherhood presides over a conference with 
other Syrian exile opposition parties to draw up a final version of a “national 
covenant” to define a cooperative nonviolent political program. (Mideast 
Mirror, 8/30/02) 

October 8 Damascus hosts a two-day pan-Arab conference of various local and 
foreign organizations calling for the lifting of the embargo on Iraq. Despite 
the presence of 800 personalities from many Arab states and the rest of the 
world, the conference does not include official representation by the Syrian 
government. (Radio Monte Carlo, 10/8/02) 

October 8 The Ministry of the Economy authorizes the purchase and exchange 
of foreign currency for noncommercial purposes, at exchange rates set by the 
Syrian Commercial Bank. Syrians are henceforth permitted to obtain up to 
$20,000 in foreign currency for medical treatment abroad or travel expenses 
incurred while undertaking the Hajj to Mecca. (MENA, 10/8/02) 

October 9 Ghazi Kana‘an, commander of the Syrian mukhabarat (intelligence 
services) in Lebanon since 1982, is promoted to head the political security 
directorate in Damascus. Rustom Ghazaleh, previously serving as head of 
Syrian intelligence in Beirut, replaces him. (AFP, 10/9/02) 

October 22 Asad tells visiting U.S. assistant secretary of state William Burns: 
“The United States does not seem able to understand events in the Middle 
East, and that is dangerous.” (SR, 11/02) 

October 22 Bashar issues a decree increasing private sector wages and salaries 
by 20 percent. (AP, 10/22/02) 

October 23 Reporters Without Borders, the France-based press freedom advo- 
cate, issues country rankings for the first time; Syria ranks a lowly 126 out of 
139 surveyed countries. (SR, 11/02) 

November Russia abandons plans to sell advanced SA-8 surface-to-air missiles 
to Syria. Israeli prime minister Ariel Sharon tells his government the deal 
collapsed because of pressure he put on the Russians during his recent visit 
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to Moscow. The United States also reportedly lobbied the Russians to cancel 
the deal. (SR, 11/02) 

November The Commercial Bank of Syria announces the opening of six new 
branches across the country. (SR, 11/02) 

November 8 Syria votes “yes” on UN Security Council Resolution 1441, calling 
on Iraq to relinquish weapons of mass destruction and permit the reentry of 
UN weapons inspectors. Syrian officials explain that they believe the resolu- 
tion will help avert a military attack. (SR, 11/02; AFP, 11/17/02) 

November 16 A presidential pardon reportedly prompted by humanitarian 
concerns frees Riyad al-Turk, who had been sentenced to thirty years in 
prison in June 2002 for “attempting to change the constitution.” (AP, 
11/16/02) 

December The Syrian parliament passes the 2003 government budget, 
amounting to $9.13 billion, an 18 percent increase over the 2002 budget. (al- 
Hayat, 12/2/02; SR, 12/02) 

December 15 Following an unauthorized December 10 demonstration in front 
of the parliament building, two central committee members of the unli- 
censed Kurdish political party Yakti are arrested. The protestors had de- 
manded a meeting with the interior minister to discuss improving the situ- 
ation of Syrian Kurds. (AP, 12/19/02) 

December 16-18 Bashar makes the first-ever state visit by a Syrian leader to 
the United Kingdom. (AP, 12/17/02; SR, 12/02, 1/03) 

December 23 Syrian military security services arrest Ibrahim Hamidi, promi- 
nent journalist and Damascus bureau chief for the London-based Arabic 
daily al-Hayat, on charges of publishing “false news.” Hamidi had written a 
story on Syria’s preparations to receive Iraqi refugees in the event the United 
States went to war against Saddam Hussein’s regime. Hamidi is eventually 
released on May 25, 2003. (al-Hayat, 12/20/02; AP, 12/27/02; SR, 1/03) 

December 24 Israeli prime minister Ariel Sharon announces in a televised 
address that he has evidence Iraq may have moved weapons of mass destruc- 
tion into Syria. Syria calls the charges “ridiculous.” (Jerusalem Post, 12/25/02, 
12/26/02) 


2003 


January Minister of the Economy Ghassan al-Rifa‘i officially announces that 
Syria’s gross domestic product grew at an annual rate of 3.35 percent in 2002. 
(SR, 1/03) 
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January Syria’s first magazine on information and communication technolo- 
gies, The Numeric, is launched, after having been authorized on July 20, 2002. 
(SR, 1/03) 

January 8 An American delegation from the Baker Institute for Public Policy, 
including former U.S. ambassador to Syria Edward Djerejian and U.S. sena- 
tor Arlen Specter, meets with a Syrian delegation in Damascus for informal 
discussion of U.S.-Syria ties, the war on terror, and Middle East peace. The 
first meeting between the groups took place in May 2002 at Rice University 
in Houston, Texas. (AP, 1/8/03) 

January 15 The Ba‘th Party sets new conditions for its candidates in the par- 
liamentary elections scheduled for March 2. Each candidate must now have 
been an active member in the Ba‘th Party for at least ten years, to have played 
a key role in the party for five years, and to have a college degree unless he is 
a worker or peasant, in which case he should have at least a secondary school 
certificate. Under existing Syrian constitutional and electoral law, peasants 
are to compose at least half of the total parliament, regardless of their party 
affiliation. (ArabicNews.com, 1/18/03) 

January 26 The election campaign for parliamentary candidates begins. More 
than 10,000 candidates compete for 250 positions on the Syrian People’s 
Assembly (parliament) scheduled for March 2. The last parliamentary elec- 
tions were in 1998. As was the case in the previous election, 167 candidates 
are on the joint list offered by the National Progressive Front, most of them 
from the Ba‘th Party. All 167 NPF candidates had won posts in 1998, includ- 
ing 135 Ba‘thists. (ArabicNews.com, 2/28/03) 

January 28 Asad decrees a law to regulate new free-trade zones within the 
country, opening investment to all service, industrial, and trade activities. 
(SR, 2/03) 

February 1 A three-day conference on “Women in Education” opens in Da- 
mascus, under the patronage of first lady Asma al-Asad. Six first ladies from 
Arab states attend the conference, intended to help Arab women “broaden 
their horizons.” (AP, 2/1/03) 

February 4 Bashar issues a decree establishing the Syrian Gas Company, which 
will assume control of all aspects of the natural gas industry in Syria from 
the state-owned Syrian Petroleum Company and which will be attached to 
the Ministry of Oil and Mineral Resources. (SR, 2/03) 

February 19-25 During the third major Syrian troop withdrawal from 
Lebanon, the number of occupation troops drops from 20,000 to about 
16,000. (AP 2/20/03) 
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March 1 The Arab states meet in Sharm al-Shaykh, Egypt, for what turns into 
a heated and divisive Arab Summit. The summit refuses to discuss a proposal 
to ask Saddam Hussein to relinquish power, compromising instead on a res- 
olution calling for diplomatic efforts to avoid war. Syria suggests a resolu- 
tion—unadopted—calling on Arab countries with U.S. military bases to 
deny permission for their use in an attack on Iraq. (AFP, 3/1/03) 

March 2-3 Syria holds its first parliamentary elections since Bashar took 
power; the National Progressive Front wins 167 of 250 seats, and the rest are 
taken by independents. Two-thirds of all those elected are newcomers to the 
parliament. (SR, 3/03) 

March 4 Syria and Egypt join the “Arab committee” initially consisting of 
Bahrain, Lebanon, Tunisia, and the Arab League Secretary General. The 
committee, empowered at the Arab Summit in Sharm al-Shaykh on March 
1, is to market Arab League resolutions backing a diplomatic solution to the 
Iraq crisis to Iraq and the permanent members of the UN Security Council. 
(MENA, 3/4/03) 

March 19 The U.S.-led coalition launches Operation Iraqi Freedom. Within 
days, the Kirkuk-Banyas oil pipeline is reportedly blown up by U.S. forces, 
cutting off the estimated 150,000—200,000 barrel-a-day flow into Syria from 
Iraq. (al-Ra@’i al-‘am al-Kuwaytiyya, 4/2/03; Petroleum Intelligence Weekly, 
10/18/04) 

March 27 Syrian mufti Shaykh Ahmed Kuftaro publicly calls for the Arab 
world to “use all means possible to thwart the aggression, including martyr 
operations against the belligerent American, British and Zionist invaders” in 
Iraq. (AFP, 3/27/03) 

March 27 In an interview with al-Safir, Bashar al-Asad lashes out against the 
U.S. war in Iraq, saying Americans “removed their masks and said that they 
wanted oil and that they wanted to redraw the map of the region in accor- 
dance with Israeli interests” but warns that although they can conquer it, 
“the U.S. and Britain are incapable of controlling all of Iraq.” (al-Safir, 
3/27/03) 

March 28 U.S. secretary of defense Donald Rumsfeld publicly states that he has 
information Syria is providing military assistance, including “night vision 
goggles” to Iraq. Rumsfeld says that if this assistance continues, the United 
States will consider Syria to be committing “hostile acts.” Syrian Foreign 
Ministry spokeswoman Buthayna Sha‘ban calls the charges “absolutely 
unfounded and irresponsible.” (AP, 3/29/03) 

March 30 Foreign Minister Faruq al-Shar‘ tells the Syrian parliament that 
“Syria has a national interest in the expulsion of the invaders from Iraq.” 
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Concurrently, U.S. secretary of state Colin Powell says Syria “faces a critical 
choice” and “bears the responsibility for its choices and for the conse- 
quences.” (AFP, 3/31/03; WP, 4/2/03) 

April A new Credit and Monetary Council chaired by the governor of the Syr- 
ian central bank is formed. One of its first acts is to permit the reestablish- 
ment of private banks in Syria, after a forty-year monopoly by the state 
banking services. The applications of three banking consortiums for licenses 
are immediately approved. (SR, 5/03, 1/04) 

April The Ministry of Education announces its intention to replace military 
khakis with new pink, blue, and grey uniforms beginning with the next 
school year. The ministry says it will remove the military training module 
from the national curriculum and may also remove components of Ba‘thist 
teachings and some of the religious requirements. (Middle East International, 
5/16/03) 

April 13 U.S. secretary of defense Donald Rumsfeld charges that “busloads” of 
Syrian fighters are entering Iraq with “hundreds of thousands of dollars” 
and leaflets offering rewards for the killing of American soldiers. President 
Bush demands Syria’s “cooperation,” and says “there are chemical arms in 
Syria,” but does not directly accuse Syria of taking in Iraqi chemical weapons. 
(NYT, 4/14/03) 

April 21 After the United States repeatedly accuses Syria of facilitating the 
travel of foreign fighters into Iraq, Syrian foreign minister Faruq al-Shar‘ an- 
nounces that the borders are completely closed. President Bush praises the 
move. (AP 4/21/03) 

April 23. One hundred and twenty members of Syrian opposition groups, from 
inside the country and among the exile community, publish a petition in the 
opposition newspaper Akhbar al-Sharg calling for democratic reforms in 
order to stave off an invasion by the United States. The United States, it says 
“has never dared occupy a country where there exists minimal harmony 
between those who govern and those who are governed. . . . The war against 
Iraq demonstrated the inability of the single party and of the security appa- 
ratus to defend national independence, sovereignty and dignity. .. . People 
living under oppression cannot protect and defend their country.” (Akhbar 
al-Sharq, 4/23/03) 

April 30 The U.S. State Department releases “A Performance-Based Roadmap 
to a Permanent Two-State Solution to the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict” under 
the auspices of the Quartet (the United States, United Nations, European 
Union, and Russia). Mention is made of a Syrian-Israeli peace settlement, 
but the roadmap does not provide concrete steps toward a final agreement 


184 CHRONOLOGY OF BASHAR’S PRESIDENCY 


on this track. In an interview with Kuwait’s al-Anbaa, Asad complains that 
“we do not know what is the relation of Syria and Lebanon to the stages [of 
the roadmap] that were put on it.” (NYT, 5/1/03; al-Anbaa, 5/26/03) 

May The Syrian government publishes the final draft of an economic reform 
program setting benchmarks and targets for the next five years, with the aim 
of achieving an economic growth rate of 6 percent by the end of this period. 
The final draft is agreed upon a year after the government published its first 
draft of the program in the press and invited open debate and contributions 
from local and foreign economic experts. (SR, 6/03) 

May Operating licenses are granted to two private universities and four private 
newspapers. (Middle East International, 5/16/03) 

May Syria’s Judiciary Higher Council, the highest judiciary authority in the 
country, meets for the first time in decades. President Asad tells the council 
that it should be able to act in an “independent manner.” (SR, 1/04) 

May The Credit and Monetary Council cuts interest rates for the first time 
since 1981. Deposit rates come down by 1 percent, credit rates by 1.5 percent. 
(SR, 1/04) 

May 3 U.S. secretary of state Colin Powell meets Asad in Damascus. Afterward, 
Powell says that a U.S. war with Syria is “not on the table,” and that he 
obtained a Syrian promise to close the Damascus offices of Palestinian 
Islamic Jihad and Hamas. (International Herald Tribune, 5/3/03) 

May 17 A petition signed by 287 Syrian intellectuals and professionals— 
among them active Syrian Ba‘thists—is sent to President Asad, calling on 
him to open a comprehensive national dialogue and undertake “sweeping 
national reforms.” The petition demands amnesty for political prisoners, an 
end to emergency laws, and a scaling back of the security apparatus, to pre- 
pare the country to counter U.S. plans for the region. (Akhbar al-Sharq, 
6/1/03) 

May 25 Three private banks are granted operating licenses. Their applications 
had been approved one month previously. (AP, 5/25/03). 

June The Syrian Ministry of Industry signs a memorandum of understanding 
with the Egyptian al-Wahab Group, establishing Syria’s first vehicle assembly 
plant. The plant will manufacture 600 thirty-passenger minibuses a year. 
(SR, 6/03) 

June 15 The Ba’‘th Party pledges to remove itself from day-to-day management 
of the country, issuing a public statement calling on “the comrades and the 
party institutions to be entirely distant from daily executive work.” (SR, 1/04) 

June 18 U.S. forces in northern Iraq penetrate the Syrian border in an attack on 
a suspicious convoy headed out of Iraq; dozens are killed and wounded. Five 
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Syrian border guards are injured and held for ten days before their release. 
The convoy, originally suspected of transporting Iraqi fugitives, appears to 
have consisted of fuel smugglers. (New Yorker, 7/28/03) 

July The United Nations Development Program issues its annual Human 
Rights Development Report on world economic and social development. 
Syria is ranked 110 out of 175 countries, down from 97 in 2001. (SR, 7/03) 

July 8 The ban on conducting transactions in foreign currency, which imposed 
heavy jail terms on violators, is abolished. The ban had been in place since 
1986. (SR, 7/03) 

July 20 The Syrian Oil Ministry announces that U.S. oil company Veritas has 
won a contract to explore for oil off the Mediterranean coast of Syria, beat- 
ing out British, Canadian, and Norwegian competitors. (SANA, 7/20/03) 

September Buthayna Sha‘ban of the Syrian Foreign Ministry announces the 
establishment of a new bureau within the ministry charged with communi- 
cating Syria’s message to the world. Seventy-one of 1,300 applicants were 
hired, and 50 will be appointed to various government ministries. (Mideast 
Mirror, 9/16/03) 

September The European Investment Bank signs a pledge to provide $40 mil- 
lion in funding to small and medium-size enterprises in Syria, through a 
fund management unit aimed at long-term investments. (SR, 1/04) 

September 9 Bashar issues a decree setting up the Agency for Combating 
Money Laundering to build upon the incipient regulatory framework for 
private banking in the country. (SR, 10/03) 

September 20 A new cabinet is sworn in. Muhammad Naji al-“Utri replaces 
Mustafa Miru as prime minister after Miru’s resignation. The four deputy 
prime minister posts are abolished, the total number of ministries is reduced 
from thirty-five to thirty, and seventeen of the appointees are newcomers to 
the cabinet. (SR, 10/03) 

September 26 The Coalition Provisional Authority in Iraq announces that 123 
of 248 “foreign fighters” that have been captured in Iraq by coalition forces 
thus far are Syrian. (NYT, 9/27/03) 

October Syria is elected chairman of the Middle East Committee of the World 
Tourism Organization. (SR, 1/04) 

October In a sign of the regime’s intention to slowly divest the state of its 
industrial monopoly, the minister of industry announces that the state will 
open up to public-private partnerships four industrial sectors in which it 
has no stake. (SR, 1/04) 

October Syria hosts a delegation of Iraqi Sunnis calling themselves the Central 
Council of the Shaykhs of Iraqi and Arab Clans. In early November, Syria 
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hosts an Arab nationalist party called the National Unity Movement for 
Reform (harakat al-wahda al-wataniyya lil-islah). Both organizations pledge 
their rejection of the appointed interim government and the occupation of 
Iraq by the coalition authorities. (Middle East Intelligence Bulletin, 11/03) 

October 5 Israel launches its first airstrike inside Syria since the 1973 war, 
bombing the ‘Ayn al-Sahib camp outside of Damascus, causing no casualties. 
Israel claims the site was an Islamic Jihad camp; Syria denies that it is in use. 
In response, Syria seeks a UN resolution condemning the Israeli action. (AP, 
10/06/03) 

October 23-25 Damascus hosts the EU-Mashrek business fair, bringing more 
than 200 European businessmen to meet their counterparts from Lebanon, 
Syria, and Jordan, to discuss potential joint projects in tourism, textiles, 
information technology, food and beverages, and construction sectors. (SR, 
10/03) 

November In a sign of the increasingly repressive climate for journalism in 
Syria, Reporters Without Borders ranks Syria 155 out of 166 countries in its 
second annual index, down from 126 out of 139 surveyed countries in the 
previous index. (SR, 11/03) 

November Passenger train service between Aleppo and the northern Iraqi city 
of Mosul resumes for the first time since the outbreak of the Iraq war in 
March. (SR, 1/04) 

November A new income tax law is passed, cutting rates for individuals and 
companies across the board. (SR, 1/04) 

November In an encounter kept secret until 2004, Israeli prime minister Ariel 
Sharon rebuffs a U.S. envoy’s suggestion that he renew peace negotiations 
with Syria. (AP, 9/14/04) 

November 1-2 Foreign ministers from the six countries bordering Iraq plus 
Egypt meet in Damascus to discuss the continuing conflict. The delegates 
pledge support for the Interim Governing Council (IGC) “in carrying out its 
transitional responsibilities until the formation of an elected and fully rep- 
resentative Iraqi government,” and condemn attacks on civilians, UN forces, 
and humanitarian organizations. The communiqué does not address its 
position on attacks on coalition troops. Syria refuses to issue an invitation to 
IGC foreign minister Hoshyar Zibari, arguing that this might imply recog- 
nition of the IGC. Under threat of a boycott of the meeting by U.S.-allied 
Arab countries, Syria permits Kuwait to send the invitation, but Zibari 
refuses to attend because the invitation is extended only at the last minute. 
(AP, 11/02/03; AFP 11/03/03) 
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November 11 The Syria Accountability and Lebanese Sovereignty Restoration 
Act of 2003 is passed by an overwhelming 89-4 vote in the U.S. Senate. 
(Washington Times, 11/12/03) 

November 12-18 The Syrian Democratic Coalition, a grouping of expatriate 
and banned Syrian political parties led by the Reform Party of Syria, holds its 
first conference, a closed-door meeting in Washington, intended to consoli- 
date the democratic opposition to the existing Syrian regime. (www.reform- 
syria.org) 

November 14-16 Indian prime minister Atal Behari Vajpayee visits Damascus, 
the first Indian premier to visit since 1988. The two countries pledge a united 
stance against terrorism in the context of international law and call for a 
greater UN role in Iraq. (AP, 11/16/03) 

November 15 A new income tax law is enacted in Syria. Among the 126 articles 
in the new law are provisions for fighting tax evasion, an across-the-board 
lowering of corporate income tax rates, and detailed provisions remedying 
the ambiguities of the previous tax system. (SR, 12/03) 

November 20 The Syria Accountability Act passes the U.S. House of Represen- 
tatives by a 408-8 vote. (AP, 11/20/03) 

December 1 In an interview with the New York Times, Asad calls for the resump- 
tion of peace negotiations with Israel; Israeli foreign minister Silvan Shalom 
responds that “talk is not enough” and demands that Syria first cut off its sup- 
port for Palestinian militants and Hizballah. (NYT, 12/1/03; AP, 12/2/03) 

December 3 The Credit and Monetary Council again cuts interest rates, only 
eight months after cutting them for the first time since 1981. The ill-advised 
cuts prompt a run on withdrawals, causing the council to push rates back up 
again to stem the outflow. (SR, 2/01, 3/04) 

December 8 Prime Minister Naji al-“Utri announces the impending merger of 
two of the three major Syrian newspapers. Tishrin Press and Publishing 
Organisation and al-Wahda Press will combine, and the Tishrin and al- 
Thawra newspapers will become one. The new company (approved by the 
Cabinet on November 30, 2004, but still awaiting presidential approval as of 
early 2005) will be called al-Wahda Institute for Press, Printing, and Pub- 
lishing. (SR, 12/03; AP, 11/30/04) 

December 10 European Union representatives complete their negotiations 
with their Syrian counterparts in Damascus, reaching agreement on a Euro- 
Mediterranean Association Agreement between the EU and Syria. The 
process began with the Barcelona Declaration of 1995, which initiated nego- 
tiations between twelve Mediterranean countries and the EU toward the 
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establishment of a Euro-Med Free Trade Area by 2010. Upon announcing 
the completion of the negotiations, Syria and the EU announce that the 
agreement will be signed in early 2004, pending ratification by the EU 
national parliaments and Syria. The signing is postponed when several EU 
nations, led by the United Kingdom, push for an amendment to make the 
document’s clause on weapons of mass destruction more restrictive. (AFP, 
12/10/03; SR, 4/04) 

December 12 The Syria Accountability Act is signed into law by President 
Bush. (NYT, 12/14/03) 


2004 


January Durayd Dergham replaces Tarek Sarraj as director general of the Com- 
mercial Bank of Syria, the third official to hold the post in less than two 
years. (SR, 1/04) 

January The Syrian parliament passes the 2004 government budget, amount- 
ing to $9.77 billion, an increase of 7 percent over the 2003 budget. For the 
first time, the budget figures are issued with a deficit line, in a move toward 
greater transparency. (SR, 1/04, 2/04) 

January 6-8 Asad conducts the first-ever visit to Turkey by a Syrian head of 
state, inaugurating a new era of cooperation. Agreements on expanding trade 
and travel between the countries are signed, and discussions begin for a joint 
free-trade agreement between the two states. (al-Ba‘th, 1/8/04; SR, 1/04) 

January 12 Israeli president Moshe Katsav invites Bashar to visit Jerusalem to 
discuss negotiations for a final peace; Syria rejects the invitation as a trick to 
avoid serious negotiations. (Ha’aretz, 1/13/04) 

January 13 The Syrian Young Entrepreneurs Association, a nonprofit organi- 
zation backed by Asma al-Asad and the Syrian European Business Center, is 
launched. (SR, 2/04) 

January 15-19 The Syrian Democratic Coalition holds the second conference 
of its constituent parties in Brussels, Belgium. The closed-door meeting aims 
to enlarge the membership of the coalition and to push the Asad regime to 
institute reforms. (www.reformsyria.org) 

January 19 In an interview with al-Sharq al-Awsat, Asad says that the United 
States has not provided evidence of even one infiltrator from Syria into Iraq, 
while granting that it is impossible for him to ensure that nobody can sneak 
across, equating the situation to the U.S. border with Mexico. (al-Sharg al- 
Awsat, 1/19/04) 
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January 25 Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, and Egypt sign an agreement to implement 
the second of a three-phase project for an Arab gas pipeline that will link the 
four countries. The third stage, on which construction is expected to begin 
in 2005, will connect the gas pipeline from Jordan to Lebanon and Banyas in 
Syria. (SR, 1/04) 

February General Adib Qassem replaces General Ahmed ‘Ali as the head of the 
16,000 strong Syrian Army contingent in Lebanon. (SR, 2/04) 

February The National Progressive Front expands to include a ninth con- 
stituent party, the Arab Democratic Union, led by Ghassan Ahmed ‘Othman. 
(SR, 2/04) 

February 5 Over a period of days, the regime releases at least 120 political pris- 
oners, mainly from Islamist parties and the Iraqi wing of the Ba‘th Party. 
(al-Bawaba, 2/5/04) 

February 9 King Abdallah of Jordan joins Asad in laying the foundation for the 
al-Wahda (Unity) Dam on the Yarmouk River that forms a border between 
their countries. Jordan will receive water for irrigation and Syria will use the 
electricity the dam generates. The dam was originally planned in 1953 and 
blueprints were finalized in 1986, but the project was delayed repeatedly for 
lack of funding and political reasons. (SR, 2/04) 

February 11 The National Administration Institute, a graduate school offering 
two-year degrees in advanced managerial training for public sector em- 
ployees, opens for its inaugural semester. The institute is patterned after the 
French Ecole National d’Administration and has on its faculty many French 
experts and academics. (SR, 2/04) 

February 15 Asad issues a decree abolishing the Economic Security Courts that 
had been in place since 1977. The extrajudicial courts had been used to 
deprive those accused of committing economic crimes of constitutional 
safeguards. (SR, 2/04) 

February 16 At the end of a joint Syrian-Iranian Economic Commission meet- 
ing, the parties announce that Iran Khodro, Iran’s largest car manufacturer, 
will open a 5,000 car-a-year factory on the outskirts of Damascus in a Syria- 
Iran partnership. Construction of the plant—Syria’s first foray into car man- 
ufacturing—begins on October 27. (SR, 3/04, 11/04) 

February 17 ‘Imad Mustafa is sworn in as the new Syrian ambassador to the 
United States. (AP, 2/17/04) 

March The Credit and Monetary Council authorizes private banks to sell cur- 
rency on the market, a right previously reserved solely for the Commercial 
Bank of Syria. (SR, 2/04) 
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March 8 Human rights activists protest outside the Syrian parliament on the 
forty-first anniversary of the Ba‘th Party’s accession to power, demanding 
political and civil reforms and a lifting of the state of emergency. Ninety- 
eight people—including a few dozen protestors, journalists, and passers- 
by—are arrested but released later in the day. The U.S. State Department 
issues a strong diplomatic protest when one of its diplomats is detained for 
several hours after being picked up by security forces while monitoring the 
demonstration. (AP, 3/8/04; AFP, 3/10/04) 

March 12 A riot breaks out in the predominantly Kurdish northeastern Syrian 
city of Qamishli, ignited by a clash between rival Kurdish and Arab soccer 
fans at a local stadium. Kurdish enclaves across the country soon erupt in 
protest and violence. At least twenty-five people are killed, many wounded, 
and hundreds jailed before the security services quell the unrest. A month 
after the riots, Defense Minister Mustafa Tlas is reported to have told the 
major Syrian Kurdish parties that 30,000 Kurds (and their offspring) 
deprived of their citizenship in the 1960s will recover it—an estimated total 
of 100,000 stateless individuals. (NYT, 3/25/04; SR, 3/04) 

March 14 In an interview with al-Hayat, President Asad says that he is com- 
mitted to reform, but that the road is long. He also acknowledges that “there 
will come a day when I will not be president.” (al-Hayat, 3/14/04) 

March 25-26 A meeting of EU foreign ministers in Brussels ends with the par- 
ties failing to reach a solution on Syria’s opposition to the weapons of mass 
destruction provisions in its Euro-Mediterranean Association Agreement. 
The signing of the agreement is indefinitely postponed. (SR, 4/04) 

April The Syrian Ministry of Oil and Mineral Resources announces that a joint 
Canadian-U.K.-U.S. consortium has been awarded an $800 million contract 
to develop extensive gas fields around Palmyra, beating out competitors 
from France and Japan. (SR, 4/04) 

April 5 Syrian oil minister Ibrahim Haddad upgrades the estimate for Syria’s 
future oil production. He says experts predict that the country will produce 
300,000 barrels of oil daily for at least twenty years beyond 2012, the former 
estimated date of resource exhaustion. (Elaph, 4/5/04) 

April 22 Aktham Nu‘aysa, head of the Committees for the Defense of Demo- 
cratic Liberties and Human Rights in Syria, is arrested and charged with 
“publishing false information that distorts the image of the state.” He is 
released four months later reportedly for humanitarian reasons. (SR, 4/04; 
RPS News, 8/16/04) 

April 25 Ghazi al-Dib is replaced by ‘Adnan Mahmud as director general of 
SANA. (SANA, 4/25/04) 
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April 27 A mysterious armed attack on a former United Nations building takes 
place in the upscale Mezzeh district of Damascus. According to a later SANA 
report on the incident, the attack was perpetrated by a small fundamentalist 
group, led by a Syrian from al-Qunaytra province. The report also says the 
ringleader was an arms trafficker who had committed financial misdeeds in 
his hometown of Khan al-Shaykh and had fought alongside Islamist insur- 
gents in Iraq. Two attackers, a policeman, and a woman passerby are killed in 
the attack. (SANA, 5/15/04) 

May 11 President Bush issues an executive order implementing selected provi- 
sions of the Syria Accountability Act. The mostly symbolic law prohibits 
export of almost all items to Syria, bans flights between the United States and 
Syria, freezes the assets of Syrians with ties to terrorism, weapons of mass 
destruction, or the occupation of Lebanon, and orders American financial 
institutions to cut ties to the Commercial Bank of Syria. Prime Minister Naji 
al-“Utri immediately declares the sanctions “unjust and unjustified” and 
says they “will not have any affect on Syria.” (NYT, 5/1//04; al-Ra’i al-‘am 
al-Kuwaytiyya, 5/12/04) 

May 11 President Asad decrees a 20 percent rise in civil servant salaries, the 
third such increase since he came to power. (SR, 5/04) 

May 12 Defense Minister Mustafa Tlas retires on his seventy-third birthday, 
after thirty-two years in his post. Army chief of staff Hassan Turkmani, age 
sixty-nine, succeeds him. General ‘Ali Habib takes over Turkmani’s post. 
(AEP, 5/13/04) 

May 13 Asad holds a rare press conference with American reporters in Damas- 
cus. Playing down the impact of the new U.S. sanctions, he stresses Syria’s 
commitment to “dialogue.” (AP, 5/13/04) 

May 27 Prime Minister Naji al-“Utri and head of the State Planning Commis- 
sion Abdallah al-Dardari announce that Syria has ended the expansion of its 
public sector and will now focus on reorganization and consolidation, as 
well as support for the private sector. (SR, 6/04) 

June The National Progressive Front announces that its eight constituent par- 
ties have amended the charter that has guided the ruling coalition for thirty- 
two years and submitted the changes to President Asad for ratification. Most 
significantly, the NPF replaces the clause on “no peace or negotiations with 
the Zionist state” with a call for negotiations based on international resolu- 
tions, the land-for-peace formula, and the Madrid discussions. (al-Sharq al- 
Awsat, 6/15/04; SR, 7/04) 

June 3 Syrian Military Intelligence informs Kurdish leaders that the activities of 
all unlicensed Kurdish parties are henceforth “banned.” (AP, 6/3/04) 
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June 13 Syria signs a free-trade agreement with the Gulf Cooperation Council. 
(MENA, 6/13/03) 

June 17 A Syrian government official announces the appointment and reas- 
signment of at least a dozen ambassadors to key countries. Many of the new 
ambassadors are considered “technocratic” partisans of Bashar. (al-Hayat, 
6/17/04) 

June 20 “Radio Free Syria” (sawt al-suriya al-hurr), a “pro-democracy, grass- 
roots” station reaching most of the Arab world, is launched by the Reform 
Party of Syria. (www.radiofreesyria.org) 

June 21 Scores of protestors gather at Arnous Square in Damascus for a sit-in 
called by eleven Syrian pro-democracy and human rights groups to mark 
“Syrian Political Prisoner Day.” Riot police break up the protest, but, unchar- 
acteristically, no arrests are made. (AP, 6/21/04) 

June 21-24 President Asad embarks on the first visit by a Syrian head of state 
to China since the countries established diplomatic relations in 1956. In his 
remarks to the Chinese press, Asad praises China’s development path and 
stresses the two countries’ close relations, as well as his hope for greater coor- 
dination in the future. Seventy-five Syrian businessmen accompany the del- 
egation, and cooperation agreements in a number of fields are signed. Asad 
provokes a controversy by leaving twelve hours before his scheduled depar- 
ture, skipping a trip to Shanghai. Although Syrian officials claim personal 
reasons for the truncated visit, Asad may have been avoiding a possible meet- 
ing with Israeli deputy prime minister Ehud Olmert, already in Shanghai for 
a business conference. (AFP, 6/20/04; Chu Ming Wei TV, 6/22/04; SR, 7/04) 

July A diplomatic crisis between Jordan and Syria erupts over problems along 
their disputed border region, after Jordanian security services arrest a num- 
ber of arms smugglers bringing weapons from the Syrian side, and Syria 
impounds five Jordanian trucks and detains their Jordanian drivers, claim- 
ing they are carrying Israeli goods with forged documents. Without holding 
the Syrian government complicit, Jordan accuses elements of the Syrian 
security services of facilitating the infiltration of an alleged al-Qaeda cell that 
intended to bomb the Jordanian Intelligence Ministry in March, before the 
plot was thwarted by Jordanian security. In the ensuing months, Jordan 
begins to push the issue of their undemarcated border to the forefront, 
demanding that Syria return 125 kilometers of land it has occupied since 
the 1970s. (al-Shargq al-Awsat, 7/7/04; al-Hayat, 7/8/04; SANA, 7/29/04; Daily 
Star, 10/1/04) 

July In an unpublicized but widely noticed move, Syria’s state-run media are 
ordered to stop referring to members of the Ba‘th Party as “comrade” (rafiq) 
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and instead to use “Mr.” (sayyid). The directive applies to SANA, Tishrin, and 
al-Thawra, while the party daily al-Ba‘th continues to use the old designa- 
tions. (al-Hayat, 7/7/04) 

July The Syrian Ministry of Higher Education, in coordination with UNDP- 
Damascus and UNESCO, launches the Syrian Higher Education and 
Research Network, a project to connect Syrian universities via an intra/inter- 
net infrastructure and link them to the world research community. (SR, 7/04) 

July 4-5 Asad visits Iran, accompanied by Vice President ‘Abd al-Halim al- 
Khaddam and Foreign Minister Faruq al-Shar‘* It is the president’s third state 
visit to Iran and the first since the transfer of power to the fledging Iraqi 
government under Interim Prime Minister Iyad Allawi. (al-Bawaba, 7/4/04; 
SANA, 7/5/04) 

July 15 The Syrian government grants the first operating license to an Islamic 
bank in Syria. The Qatar-Syria Islamic Bank is a joint project between the 
Syrian industrial conglomerate, the Daaboul Group, and the Qatar Interna- 
tional Islamic Bank. (al-Bayan, 7/15/04) 

July 15 President Asad issues a partial amnesty for prisoners serving sentences 
for economic and other minor crimes on the occasion of the fourth anniver- 
sary of his coming to power. Twenty-eight Islamist political prisoners— 
including many long-term detainees—are also released, along with some of 
the Kurds detained in the March 2004 riots. (ArabicNews.com, 7/21/04) 

July 26 Iraqi interim prime minister Iyad Allawi visits Damascus and has a 
“fruitful and constructive” discussion with Asad. Border security issues dom- 
inate the discussion, and Syria expresses a willingness to resolve the issue of 
former Iraqi regime funds held in Syrian banks, but hints that it would not 
release the funds until “occupation forces” leave Iraq. Iraqi officials claim 
$800 million, but Syrian officials and private businessmen produce counter- 
claims for business conducted with Iraq prior to the toppling of the Saddam 
Hussein regime. Numerous trade and transport cooperation agreements are 
signed, as is a swap of Iraqi crude for Syrian oil products. Foreign Minister 
Faruq al-Shar* announces in a press conference with Arab media that the 
Iraqi government has a “legitimate aspect” deriving from the United 
Nations, and that Syria will “give it a chance.” (al-Safir, 7/27/04; al-Ba‘th, 
7/27/04; Oxford Business Group, 7/27/04) 

July 28 The European Union and Syria make the surprise announcement of a 
compromise on the language of the weapons of mass destruction clause in 
Syria’s association agreement with the EU, apparently ending a seven-month 
deadlock. Each side claims a diplomatic victory. The agreement will not go 
into effect until the final text is signed by both parties. (Daily Star, 7/28/04) 
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August Human rights organizations in Syria report that over a period of two 
weeks, 251 political prisoners, many of them members of the Muslim Broth- 
erhood, are released from prison. Several long-term detainees are released, 
including ‘Imad Shiha of the banned Arab Communist Organization, who 
had been behind bars since 1975. (AFP, 8/4/04) 

August 13 Lieutenant General Moshe Yaalon, chief of staff of the Israeli Army, 
says in an interview that Israel could safely give up the Golan Heights with- 
out compromising its security. (NYT, 8/14/04) 

August 19 Syria confirms its accession to the UN Convention against Torture. 
(Amnesty International, 9/23/04) 

August 27 For the first time, two Syrian newspapers (Tishrin and al-Ba‘th) 
print news items that differ in content from the reports issued by the official 
news agency SANA. Both newspapers’ stories present additional informa- 
tion and expand the context of the report issued by SANA. (al-Ra’i al-‘am al- 
Kuwaytiyya, 8/27/04) 

August 28 After Asad calls top Lebanese leaders to Damascus to discuss the 
Lebanese presidential election scheduled for November 2004, the Lebanese 
cabinet meets and agrees to amend the constitution to grant Lebanese pres- 
ident Emile Lahud a three-year extension. (UPI, 8/28/04; Financial Times, 
8/30/04) 

September Syria’s ranking in the annual UN Human Development Report 
improves slightly, with most indicators remaining stable. Syria ranked 106 
out of 177 countries, up from 110 the year before. (SR, 8/04, 9/04) 

September The Central Bureau of Statistics conducts a nationwide census, 
which shows that the Syrian population has reached 17.79 million. The rate 
of population growth for the last decade has slowed to 2.58 percent, down 
from the 1981-94 rate of 3.3 percent. (SR, 12/04) 

September 1 Shaykh Ahmed Kuftaro, grand mufti of Syria since 1964, dies at age 
eighty-nine. Some 50,000 people join his funeral procession. (SANA, 9/2/04) 

September 1 After a suicide bombing kills sixteen in the Negev city of Beer- 
sheba, Israel threatens Syria with retaliation for allowing Hamas, the orga- 
nization that claimed the attack, to operate in Damascus. (NYT, 9/1/04) 

September 2 The UN Security Council, led by the United States and France, 
passes Resolution 1559, calling for “a free and fair electoral process” in 
Lebanon and the withdrawal of “all remaining foreign forces,” and demand- 
ing a thirty-day review of progress toward these ends. The compromise res- 
olution does not name Syria directly. (AP 9/2/04) 

September 4 The leadership of Hamas is reported to have left Damascus under 
Syrian pressure. (al-Sharq al-Awsat, 9/4/04) 
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September 11 U.S. assistant secretary of state William Burns meets with Asad 
in Damascus to discuss Syria’s interference in the Lebanese elections, the 
prospect of renewed peace negotiations with Israel, and U.S.-Syrian military 
cooperation on policing the Iraqi border. American military and security 
officials joined the delegation and met with their Syrian counterparts to dis- 
cuss better border cooperation. (AFP, 9/11/04; AP, 9/12/04) 

September 13 A measure is introduced in the U.S. House of Representatives to 
support the Syrian political opposition forces in order to “bring freedom 
and democracy to the people of Syria” and to end the Syrian occupation of 
Lebanon. (House Concurrent Resolution 363, 9/13/04). 

September 13 The six Arab states of the Gulf Cooperation Council join Jordan 
in support for Resolution 1559, calling on Syria to respect the decision of the 
United Nations and comply with the provisions for withdrawal from 
Lebanon. (AP, 9/13/04) 

September 20 The speaker of the Palestinian Legislative Council, Rawhi Fattuh, 
visits the speaker of the Syrian parliament, Mahmud al-Abrash, in Damas- 
cus. The meeting marks the first visit by an official Palestinian Authority 
delegation to Syria since 1996. A Jerusalem Post report on October 17 quotes 
a Palestinian official as saying: “We are closer than ever to restoring normal 
relations with Syria.” The official cites a new willingness on the part of 
Damascus to host Palestinian officials and increased communications 
between Yasir Arafat and Asad. (SANA, 9/20/04; SR, 10/04; Jerusalem Post, 
10/17/04) 

September 21 Syria begins a “comprehensive redeployment” in Lebanon. It is 
the fifth major redeployment of Syrian troops in Lebanon since Bashar took 
power. Some 3,000 soldiers are removed from Lebanon over several days, 
leaving approximately 15,000 stationed mainly in the eastern Biqa‘a Valley. 
(AP, 9/28/04) 

September 25 Iraq announces it will be the fifth country to join the Arab Gas 
Pipeline project. The pipeline originates in Egypt and is already bringing gas 
into Jordan. Construction for the Syria and Lebanon leg of the network is 
scheduled to begin in 2005, and Iraq will be brought into the system at a later 
date. The network will eventually be extended to Turkey and Europe. (AP, 
9/25/04) 

September 26 Rifa‘t al-Asad, brother of Hafiz and one-time vice-president and 
challenger for rule of Syria, reportedly returns from exile to Syria. (Akhbar 
al-Shargq, 9/26/04) 

September 26 An official in the Palestinian militant organization Hamas is 
killed in a car bombing at his residence in Damascus. The assassination 
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comes after repeated warnings by Israeli officials that they will target Pales- 
tinian terrorists wherever they reside. (NYT, 9/27/04) 

October Syria enters into talks with the European Free Trade Association 
(EFTA), the largest grouping of European countries outside the EU. The 
negotiations are expected to lead to the signing of a free-trade agreement 
between the EFTA and Syria. (SR, 10/04) 

October As a consequence of the Syria Accountability Act ban on U.S. financial 
dealings with the Commercial Bank of Syria, Western Union cuts off its con- 
tract with the bank in Syria. Western Union expands its network to deal with 
several newly established private banks in Syria, whereas it had previously 
dealt solely with the government bank. (SR, 10/04) 

October The Amman-based Arab Bank receives approval to become the fifth 
licensed private bank in Syria. The bank, which has a large regional pres- 
ence, previously had a branch in Syria, but it was nationalized in the early 
1960s. (SR, 10/04) 

October 1 UN secretary general Kofi Annan issues his report on UN Security 
Council Resolution 1559. Annan singles out the Syrian military by name as 
“the only significant foreign forces deployed in Lebanon.” The report also 
cites Syria’s admission of “a substantial presence of non-uniformed military 
intelligence officials” in Lebanon and acknowledges the Syrian and Lebanese 
argument that further withdrawals of Syrian troops are dependent on “the 
security situation in Lebanon and the region and through the joint military 
committee established pursuant to the Taif Agreement.” Annan concludes 
that he “cannot certify that [the] requirements [set forth in UNSCR 1559] 
have been met.” 

October 4 Asad reshuffles his cabinet, naming former Lebanon security chief 
Ghazi Kana‘an the new interior minister, and Mehdi Dakhlallah, reformist 
Ba‘thist and editor-in-chief of the party newspaper al-Ba‘th, the new minis- 
ter of information. Eight ministries in all are reshuffled, but Prime Minster 
Naji al-‘Utri retains his position. (al-Safir 10/5/04) 

October 9 Asad delivers a defiant speech aired on Syrian television at the inau- 
guration of the Syrian Expatriates Conference, accusing the United Nations 
of “double standards” for acquiescing to the U.S.-France-led Resolution 
1559. He says that recent events threaten to return “Lebanon back to the 
atmosphere of the 1980s” and calls the resolution a “flagrant interference in 
the affairs of Lebanon.” Asad also denies “Syrian hegemony” in Lebanon and 
says Syria is “in the heart of a volcano,” but he affirms his nation’s commit- 
ment to “a just peace, based on UN resolutions and the land-for-peace prin- 
ciple.” (Syrian TV, 10/9/04) 
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October 11 The opposition newsletter Akhbar al-Sharq reports that Asad 
promised newly appointed interior minister Ghazi Kana‘an that he would be 
permitted to unite the various security and intelligence services under his 
sole command. Later in the month the same sources report that the “restruc- 
turing” of the Syrian mukhabarat is taking place “bit by bit,” citing the inte- 
rior ministry’s resumption of effective control of the political security 
department as a first step. The sources also posit that the unification of the 
security services under the interior ministry was a tacit demand made by the 
European Union as a quid pro quo for the signing of the EU-Syria Associa- 
tion Agreement. (Akhbar al-Sharq, 10/11/04, 10/18/04; Elaph, 10/23/04) 

October 12 Iraqi diplomatic sources rule out a resumption of diplomatic ties 
with Damascus until after the Iraqi elections scheduled for January 2005, 
citing “political and procedural reasons.” Because it was Iraq who severed 
ties with Syria in 1979, it is necessary for the Iraqi government to petition 
Syria to resume normal relations, a process that will take several months, 
according to the sources. (al-Hayat, 10/12/04) 

October 13 The state-run daily al-Thawra publishes an editorial encouraging 
journalists to break free of the tradition of uncritical reportage. Author As‘ad 
Abbud writes: “Report the news boldly and transparently. Abandon the usual 
style. President Bashar al-Asad is planning to open the doors for you.” (al- 
Thawra, 10/13/04) 

October 13 The ruling National Progressive Front coalition, now consisting of 
nine parties led by the Ba‘th, amends its charter for the first time since 1972. 
Among other revisions, the expression “no peace and no negotiation with the 
Zionist state” is stricken from the charter and replaced with a call for “peace 
based on international legitimacy, United Nations resolutions, the return of 
the refugees, and the setting up of an independent [Palestinian] state whose 
capital is Jerusalem.” (Akhbar al-Sharq, 10/13/04; al-Hayat, 10/14/04) 

October 14 A two-week meeting of the Syrian-Jordanian Security Commission 
ends without reaching a final solution to their long-running border dispute. 
Both sides agree that “demographic difficulties” make a solution difficult to 
formulate “overnight,” but say they remain committed to respecting the rights 
and interests of scattered Syrian and Jordanian families residing along the 
official border. The parties agree that the 1923 border drawn by France and 
Britain will be reinstated in full, which obliges Syria to return 125 square 
kilometers of territory and Jordan 2.5. In November, a joint commission 
appeared to reach a final agreement on a permanent border demarcation. In 
return for the annexation by Syria of Jordanian territory that has been popu- 
lated by Syrian farmers, Syria will swap an equivalent amount of uninhabited 
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territory in a neighboring region. (al-Safir, 10/14/04; al-Dustur, 10/15/04; 
SANA, 11/23/04; al-‘Arab al-Yom, 10/24/04) 

October 19 The European Union and Syria initial the text of their association 
agreement, making Syria the last Mediterranean country since the 
“Barcelona Process” was launched in 1995 to finalize an agreement to set up 
a “Euro-Mediterranean” zone of free-trade by 2010. The agreement must 
still be formally signed by the two parties and ratified by each EU member 
country’s parliament before it becomes law. A special clause will allow the 
agreement to go into effect as soon as it is officially signed, which is expected 
to happen in January 2005. The agreement is welcomed by the party mouth- 
piece al-Ba ‘th: “By signing the partnership with Europe, Syria confirms the 
EU’s role in settling problems of development in the region and of policy 
linked to the Israeli-Arab conflict.” (AFP, 10/19/04; SR, 11/04) 

October 20 The UN Security Council unanimously issues a Presidential State- 
ment reaffirming Resolution 1559’s call for Syria to withdraw from Lebanon 
and requesting semiannual reports on compliance by the two countries. Like 
1559, the statement does not mention Syria by name. (Daily Star, 10/20/04) 

October 24 Syrian officials open a registry to track citizens of the Golan city 
of Qunaytra—depopulated since the 1967 war—in preparation for an effort 
to repopulate and rebuild the town. Officials say the project is a sign that 
they have no intention of resorting to military means to recover the Israeli- 
occupied Golan. (Haaretz, 10/24/04) 

October 27 U.S. under secretary of state John Bolton, the top U.S. envoy for 
arms control, names Syria, Iran, and North Korea “states of proliferation 
concern.” Speaking in Japan while on a trip to observe multinational exer- 
cises as part of the Proliferation Security Initiative, Bolton says partners in 
the initiative “should be ready to scrutinize shipments going to or from such 
states or terrorist groups.” (AP, 10/27/04) 

November Another state-controlled economic sector is opened to gradual lib- 
eralization as Lebanon’s UFA Assurances becomes the first licensed private 
insurance carrier to operate in Syria in forty years. Although many private 
foreign insurance carriers operate in Syria without license or regulation, the 
state-owned Syrian Insurance Company was previously the sole legitimate 
carrier. (SR, 11/1/04) 

November The head of Syria’s General Free Trade Zones authority announces 
plans to build thirteen new duty-free markets at Syria’s border posts. The 
authority has already granted operating licenses to six individual Syrian 
investors and a Turkish-Syrian company. Before this decision, all duty-free 
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markets in Syria had been operated by one company (RAMAK), owned by 
Bashar’s cousin Rami Makhluf. (SR, 11/1/04) 

November 4 Bashar orders 50 percent bonuses on one month’s salary to be 
paid to civil servants in celebration of ‘Eid al-Fitr, the end of the Ramadan 
holy month. (AP, 11/4/04) 

November 8 Iraqi foreign minister Hoshyar Zibari says that Syria has agreed to 
restore full diplomatic relations with Iraq. He also reports that Syria has 
accommodated Iraqi requests on coordinating border security. (al-Sharqiyya 
TV Iraq, 11/8/04) 

November 20 Asif Shawkat is elevated to second-in-command of Syrian Mili- 
tary Intelligence (SMI). Shawkat will reportedly take over the position of his 
superior, SMI director Hassan al-Khalil, upon al-Khalil’s retirement in 2005. 
(Akhbar al-Sharq, 11/20/04) 

November 30 A delegation claiming to represent seventy Iraqi parties backing 
a boycott of the Iraqi elections scheduled for January 30 leaves for Damas- 
cus, its first stop in a tour of Arab states. The delegation intends to drum up 
international support for its position and includes Muthanna Harith al-Dari 
of the Association of Muslim Scholars and the spokesman of Moqtada al- 
Sadr in Baghdad. (al-Hayat, 11/30/04) 

November 30 Supporters of the Lebanese government and Syria rally in Beirut 
against UN Resolution 1559. The Lebanese branch of the Syrian Ba‘th party 
organized the rally, with the backing of the Lebanese government and 
Hizballah, to counter the image that Syria’s presence in Lebanon is opposed 
by the Lebanese public. The organizers aimed to bring 1 million of Lebanon’s 
3.5 million people to the streets, but only an estimated tens of thousands 
join the demonstration. (Financial Times, 12/1/04) 

December Syria’s 2005 draft budget figures are released, showing a 2.2 percent 
increase from the 2004 budget, to $9.2 billion. (SR, 12/1/04) 

December Syria settles its Soviet-era debt with Slovakia and the Czech Repub- 
lic (previously united as the Soviet bloc country Czechoslovakia). Syria will 
make a one-time payment of $150 million, approximately 9 percent of the 
$1.6 billion it owed, in return for debt forgiveness on the remaining balance. 
(SR, 12/1/04) 

December 1 Israel declines Syria’s latest offer to resume peace negotiations, 
publicized the previous week by UN Middle East envoy Terje Roed-Larsen. 
Israeli Foreign Minister Silvan Shalom tells the press that Israel will not 
establish contacts with the Syrians until Syria drops its support for Hamas 
and Hizballah. (AFP, 12/1/04) 
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December 2 A leaked Israeli government report by National Security Council 
chief Giora Eiland to Prime Minister Ariel Sharon argues that Israel’s inter- 
ests would not be served by a Syrian withdrawal from Lebanon. Eiland warns 
that such a pullout could lead to a “warming up” of the situation in the occu- 
pied Golan. (Daily Star, 12/2/04) 

December 5 Tens of thousands gather at the residence of Walid Jumblatt, the 
most prominent Druze member in the Lebanese parliament, to show their 
support for his opposition stance and his steadfast call for a Syrian with- 
drawal from Lebanon. Jumblatt opposed the extension of Lebanese presi- 
dent Emile Lahud’s presidential term in September and blamed Syria for 
imposing its will on the Lebanese government. (Daily Star, 12/6/04) 

December 7 The Syrian government releases 112 political prisoners, the first 
such release in three years. Haytham al-Maleh of the Syrian Human Rights 
Association welcomes the move but calls on the regime to release what he 
estimates are 320 remaining political detainees. (AP, 12/8/04) 

December 8 A global positioning signal receiver discovered in a bomb factory 
in the former Iraqi insurgent stronghold of Fallujah is reported to have “con- 
tained waypoints originating in Western Syria.” U.S. officials say this discov- 
ery indicates that Iraqi Ba‘thists based in Syria have a greater role in direct- 
ing the insurgency than was previously assumed. (WP, 12/8/04) 

December 10 A U.S. Central Command official tells al-Arabiyya television that 
Syria has undertaken “significant work in terms of building barricades and 
exchanging intelligence information . . . to tighten control along the Syrian- 
Iraqi border.” However, Syria has not been cooperative enough in rooting 
out “facilitators” of the Iraqi insurgency residing in Syria. (al-Arabiyya TV, 
12/10/04) 

December 14 Syria accuses Israel of responsibility for a car bomb that targeted 
a Hamas member residing in Damascus. The intended target escaped 
unharmed, but a passerby was wounded. (Ha’aretz, 12/14/04) 

December 17 Jamil al-Asad, Hafiz al-Asad’s youngest brother, dies at age 
seventy-one in a hospital in Paris. In recent years, he had led the national 
security committee in the Syrian parliament, but he had not played a signif- 
icant political role. (Los Angeles Times, 12/17/04) 

December 18 For the first time since its occupation of the country in 1976, 
Syria withdraws intelligence contingents from positions in Lebanon. Al- 
though no numbers are given, security detachments are removed from 
Beirut International Airport, the southern suburbs of Beirut, and the north- 
ern coastal city of al-Batrun. (al-Nahar, 12/19/04) 
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December 22 Syria and Turkey sign a free-trade agreement during Turkish 
prime minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s first visit to Damascus, building on 
a rapprochement that began with Bashar’s historic visit to Turkey in January 
2004. (SR, 1/1/05) 

December 23 The Iraqi ambassador to Syria tells the press that interim Iraqi 
prime minister Iyad Allawi informed the Syrian government that photo- 
graphs of the leader of the insurgent group Jaysh Mohammed standing with 
a Syrian official were found in the former insurgent stronghold in Fallujah. 
(CSM, 12/23/04) 

December 24 Israeli and Syrian officials agree to allow Druze inhabitants of the 
occupied Golan to sell their apple crops in Syria. Israeli foreign minister Sil- 
van Shalom says that the agreement comes in the context of mutual confi- 
dence-building measures between the two sides. Opposition to the trade had 
previously come from the Israeli side. (Jerusalem Post, 12/24/04) 

December 29 Ahead of a visit by U.S. officials to Damascus scheduled for Jan- 
uary 2, the Syrian government reportedly returns $3.5 million to the Iraqi 
government. The funds are paid out from those held by the former regime of 
Saddam Hussein in Syrian banks. (al-Hayat, 12/29/04) 

December 30 A state security court sentences twenty-two Syrians charged with 
plotting the April 27 attacks in the Mezzeh district of Damascus. Two are 
sentenced to death and two others are given life terms with hard labor; the 
remainder receive terms of between one and twenty years in jail. One of 
those condemned to death, Ahmed Shlash Hassan, explains his motivation: 
“I was trying to respond to the aggression against Muslims of oppressive 
states like Israel, the United States and all other infidel countries.” (AFP, 
12/30/04) 


Sources 


English-language newspapers and news agencies 


Associated Press (AP) International Herald Tribune 
Agence France-Presse (AFP) Jerusalem Post 

Christian Science Monitor (CSM) Los Angeles Times 

Daily Star, Beirut New York Times (NYT) 

Daily Telegraph, London Oil Daily, New York 

Financial Times, London United Press International (UPI) 
Gulf News, United Arab Emirates Washington Post (WP) 


Haaretz, Tel Aviv Washington Times 
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English-language bulletins, digests, magazines, books, and web publications 


Al-Bawaba,Amman, Jordan 
(www.albawaba.com) 

Amnesty International, London 
(www.amnesty.org) 

ArabicNews.com, U.S. 

Alan George, Syria, Neither Bread 
Nor Freedom (London: Zed Books, 
2003) 

Human Rights Watch, New York 
(www.hrw.org) 

Middle East Economic Digest, London 
(MEED, www.meed.com) 

Middle East Intelligence Bulletin, pub- 
lished by the United States Com- 
mittee for a Free Lebanon and 
Middle East Forum, New York 
(www.meib.org) 

Middle East International, London 
(www.meionline.com) 

Middle East News Agency, Cairo 
(MENA, www.mena.org.eg) 


Mideast Mirror, London 


(www.mideastmirror.com) 
MidEastWeb.com, Israel 
New Yorker (www.newyorker.com) 
Oxford Business Group, London 
(www.oxfordbusinessgroup.com) 
Petroleum Intelligence Weekly, New 
York (www.energyintel.com) 
RPS News, published by the Reform 
Party of Syria, Washington, D.C. 
(www.reformsyria.org) 
SyriaLive.net, Ontario and Syria 
Syria Report, published by the Mid- 
dle East Information and Com- 
munication Agency, Paris (SR, 
www.syria-report.com) 
Eyal Zisser, “A False Spring in Dam- 
ascus, Orient 44, no. 1 (2003) 
Eyal Zisser, “Does Bashar al-Asad 
Rule Syria?” Middle East 
Quarterly, Winter 2003. 


Arabic-language newspapers and news agencies 


Damascus 
al-Ba‘th 
al-Thawra 
Tishrin 
Syrian Arab News Agency (SANA) 

Amman 
al-Dustur 
al-‘Arab al-Yom 

Beirut 
al-Safir 
al-Nahar 


London 

Akhbar al-Sharq 

al-Hayat 

al-Quds al-‘Arabi 

al-Sharq al-Awsat 

Elaph (based in Surrey) 
Gulf States 

al-Ra‘i al-‘am al-Kuwaytiyya 

(Kuwait) 

al-Anbaa (Kuwait) 

al-Jazeera (Qatar) 

al-Bayan (United Arab Emirates) 


Various foreign radio and television broadcasts obtained in translation from 


Lexis-Nexis. 


APPENDIX B 


The Statement of 99 
and the Statement of 1,000 


The Statement of 99 
Published on September 27, 2000 


The Statement of 99 was the first widely recognized public manifestation of Syria’s 
nascent civil society movement after the death of Hafiz al-Asad in June 2000. 
Published in September of that year, just two months after Bashar al-Asad’s inau- 
guration as president, its signatories include prominent intellectuals, artists, and 
professionals. The Statement of 99 argues passionately for long overdue admini- 
strative, economic, and legal reforms. Although it contends that political reforms 
are a necessary complement to revive the nation, it does not criticize directly either 
Bashar or the Ba‘th Party’s leadership of the government. The Statement of 99 
marked the blooming of the “Damascus Spring,” a season of relaxed regime restric- 
tions on free expression and criticism. 


Democracy and human rights today constitute a common humanitarian lan- 
guage, gathering peoples and uniting their hopes for a better future. And even 
if some major countries use these to promote their policies and interests, inter- 
action among peoples need not result in domination and political dictation. It 
was permitted to our people in the past, and it will be permitted to them in the 
future, to be influenced by the experiences of others, and to add to their own 


Note: The source for The Statement of 99 is al-Hayat, September 27, 2000. Translated 
text used with permission of Zed Books (spelling conventions have been Americanized). 
Extract from Alan George, Syria: Neither Bread Nor Freedom (London: Zed Books, 2003). 
All rights reserved to publisher. 
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contribution, thereby developing their distinctiveness without being closed-in 
themselves. 

Syria today enters the twenty-first century in urgent need for all its citizens 
to join forces to face the challenges posed by peace, modernization and the 
opening-up to the outside world. And for this our people are invited more than 
ever before to participate in the construction of Syria’s present and future. 

From this objective need, and from concern for our national unity, believing 
that the future of our country cannot be built by its offspring, being citizens in 
a republican system where everybody has the right to freedom of opinion and 
of expression, we, the undersigned, call upon the authorities to accede to the 
following demands: 

—an end to the State of Emergency and martial law in effect in Syria since 
1963 

—an amnesty for all political prisoners and prisoners of conscience and 
those who are pursued because of their political ideas and allowing the return 
of all deportees and exiled citizens 

—the establishment of a state of law; the granting of public freedoms; the 
recognition of political and intellectual pluralism, freedom of assembly, the 
press and of expression 

—the liberation of public life from the [restrictive] laws, constraints and 
[various] forms of censorship imposed on it, such that citizens would be al- 
lowed to express their various interests within a framework of social harmony, 
peaceful competition and an institutional structure that would enable all to 
participate in the country’s development and prosperity 

No reform, be it economic, administrative or legal, will achieve tranquility 
and stability in the country unless fully accompanied by the desired political 
reform, which alone can steer our society towards safe shores. 


Signatories 

1. Abdul Hadi Abbas (lawyer and 5. Sadiq Jalal al-Azm (writer and 
writer) thinker) 

2. Abdul Mu‘in al-Mallouhi (mem- 6. Michel Kilo (writer) 
ber of the Arabic Language 7. Tayeb Tayzini (writer and 
Academy) thinker) 

3. Antoun al-Maqdisi (writer and 8. Abdul Rahman Mounif 
thinker) (novelist) 

4. Burhan Ghalyoun (writer and 9. Adonis (poet) 


thinker) 10. Burhan Bukhari (researcher) 
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. Hanna Aboud (writer) 
. Omar Amiralay 


(cinematographer) 


. Khalid Taja (actor) 
. Bassam Kousa (actor) 
. Naila al-Atrash (theater 


producter) 


. Abdullah Hannah 


(researcher/historian) 


. Samir Suaifan (economist) 
. Faisal Darraj (researcher) 

. Haidar Haidar (novelist) 

. Nazih Abu ‘Afsh (poet) 

. Hasan M. Yousef (novelist/ 


journalist) 


. Usama Muhammad 


(cinematographer) 


. Nabil Suleiman (novelist/critic) 
. Abdul Razzak ‘Eid (researcher/ 


critic) 


. Jad al-Karim Jaba‘i (writer/ 


researcher) 


. Abdul Latif Abdul Hamid 


(cinematographer) 


. Samir Zikra (cinematographer) 
. Ahmad Mu‘allah (artist) 

. Fares al-Hellou (actor) 

. Ihsan Abbas (researcher) 

. Hanan Kassab Hassan (univer- 


sity professor) 


. Mamdouh Azzam (novelist) 
. Adel Mahmoud (poet) 
. Hazem al-Azmeh (physician and 


university professor) 


. Burhan Zraik (lawyer) 

. Muhammad Ra‘adoun (lawyer) 
. Yasser Sari (lawyer) 

. Yousef Salman (translator) 


39. 


40. 


41. 


42. 


43. 


44, 


45. 


46. 


Hind Midani (cinematographer) 
Munzir Masri (poet/artist) 
Ahmad Mu‘aitah (university 
professor) 

Wafig Slaitin (university 
professor) 

Mujab al-Imam (university 
professor) 

Munzir Halloum (university 
professor) 

Malik Suleiman (university 
professor) 

Sarab Jamal al-Atassi 
(researcher) 


. Toufig Haroun (lawyer) 

. Issam Suleiman (physician) 

. Joseph Lahham (lawyer) 

. Attiyah Massouh (researcher) 
. Radwan Kadmani (university 


professor) 


. Nizar Sabour (artist) 
. Shouaib Tlaimat (university 


professor) 


. Hassan Sami Youssef (cine- 


matographer/writer) 


. Waha ar-Raheb (cinematogra- 


pher/actress) 


. Hamid Mer‘i (economic 


consultant) 


. Riffat as-Sioufi (engineer) 
. Muwafaq Nirbiya (writer) 
. Suheil Shabat (university 


professor) 


. Jamal Shuhaid (university 


professor) 


. Omar Koch (writer) 
. Raymond Butros 


(cinematographer) 
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63. Antoinette Azriyeh 82. Muhammad Berri La’awani (the- 
(cinematographer) ater producer) 

64. Najib Nussair (critic/writer) 83. Najat Amoudi (educator) 

65. May Skaff (actress) 84. Adel Zakkar (physician/poet) 

66. Nidal ad-Dibs 85. Mustafa Khodr (poet) 
(cinematographer) 86. Muhammad Sayed Rassas 

67. Farah Jukhdar (architect) (writer) 

68. Akram Katreeb (poet) 87. Kassem Azzawi (poet) 

69. Lukman Dabraki (poet) 88. Muhammad Hamdan (writer) 

70. Hikmat Shatta (architect) 89. Nabil al-Yafi (researcher) 

71. Muhammad Najati Tayyara 90. Tamim Mun‘im (lawyer) 
(researcher) 91. Ibrahim Hakim (lawyer) 

72. Najmeddine as-Samman 92. Anwar al-Bunni (lawyer) 
(novelist) 93. Khalil Ma‘atouk (lawyer) 

73. Alias-Saleh (economist/ 94. Ali al-Jundi (poet) 
researcher) 95. Ali Kanaan (poet) 

74. Sabah al-Hallak (researcher) 96. Muhammad Kamal al-Khatib 

75. Nawal al-Yazji (researcher) (researcher) 

76. Muhammad Karsaly 97. Mamdouh Adwan (poet) 
(cinematographer) 98. Muhammad Malass 

77. Sawsan Zakzak (researcher) (cinematographer) 

78. Shawki Baghdadi (poet) 99. Muhammad Ali al-Atassi 

79. Bashar Zarkan (musician) (journalist) 


80. Fayez Sarah (journalist) 
81. Muhammad al-Fahd (journalist/ 
poet) 
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The Statement of 1,000 or Basic Document 
Released to the Arab Press on January 9, 2001 


The Statement of 1,000 was a follow-up to the Statement of 99, but the reform pre- 
scription it was to advocate was heatedly debated by the civil activists who drafted 
it. The document was leaked to the Lebanese press before all the intended signato- 
ries had approved the final text. Reprising the call for reforms of the Statement 
of 99, but couched in loftier rhetoric, the Statement of 1,000 goes far beyond previ- 
ous demands with its call for the replacement of one-party rule by a multiparty 
democracy. Its publication was one of the triggers that prompted the “Damascus 
Winter” crackdown on civil society activists by the regime. 


Syria needs today, more than ever before, an objective reflection to draw lessons 
from the last decades and to shape its future, following the deterioration of its 
social, political, economic and cultural conditions, and in response to the chal- 
lenges of globalization and economic integration and the challenges of the 
Arab-Israeli conflict that our people and nation must confront and whose dan- 
gers they must repel. 

Arising from a sincere faith in our country, in our people and in their cre- 
ative capacities and vitality, and keen to interact positively with all serious ini- 
tiatives for reform, [we assert that] it is vital today to establish a comprehensive 
dialogue between all citizens and all social classes and political forces, intellec- 
tuals and producers and creative people, in order to encourage the development 
of civil society—a society based on individual freedom, human rights and citi- 
zenship; and the establishment of a state of justice and rights, a state for all its 
people, without favor or exception, in which all can take pride. Our country 
today needs the efforts of all our citizens to revive civil society, whose weakness, 
and the attempts to weaken it, over the last decades deprived the country’s de- 
velopment and construction process of crucial national capacities that were 
unable to participate in it actively and positively. 

Ambiguity surrounding the meaning of civil society, resulting from multiple 
democratic experiments in ancient and modern history, negates neither its exis- 
tence in our country nor its halting progression into a modern society which 


Note: The source for the Statement of 1,000 is Al- Watha’ig al-Sadirat ‘an al-Hay’at al- 
Ta’sisa, Lijan Ihy@ al-Mujtama‘ al-Madani fi Suria, Damascus, undated. Translated text 
used with permission of Zed Books (spelling conventions have been Americanized). 
Extract from Alan George, Syria: Neither Bread Nor Freedom (London: Zed Books, 2003). 
All rights reserved to publisher. 
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produced a vibrant culture, a free press, associations, political parties, trade 
unions and constitutional legitimacy and a peaceful transfer of power. These 
made Syria one of the least backward—if not the most advanced—of Arab 
countries. 

This path enhanced our society’s national cohesion, until the sudden arrival 
of that interruption based on ‘revolutionary legitimacy’ rather than constitu- 
tional legitimacy. Marginalizing civil society involved disregarding the state, the 
individual and his position, painting the state with one party, one color and 
one opinion. It involved creating a state for one part of a society, a part which 
did not acknowledge its particularity but portrayed itself as representing the 
people and as ‘leading the state and society. Citizenship was reduced to the nar- 
row concept of belonging to one party and to personal loyalty. This part of soci- 
ety considered the rest of the population as a mere herd. The wealth of the state 
and of its institutions, the country’s resources and those of the institutions of 
civil society, became like feudal estates that were distributed to followers and 
loyalists. Patronage replaced law; gifts and favors replaced rights; and personal 
interests replaced the general interest. Society was desecrated, its wealth plun- 
dered and its destiny commandeered by those who became symbols of oppres- 
sion. Every citizen became a suspect, if not actually considered guilty, to be 
apprehended at will. The regime treated people not only as a neglected mass, 
subject to its will, but also as minor, incompetent and under suspicion. The 
government went so far as to accuse people of treason whenever they took the 
smallest initiative to express their opinion or demand their rights. It should be 
mentioned that marginalizing civil society led to marginalizing the state itself, 
underlining the organic relationship between them as neither exists without 
the other. Civil society constitutes the very substance of the modern state, while 
the state is civil society’s political expression. Together, they constitute the dem- 
ocratic system of government. 

Our society, with its national revolutions against colonialism and its polit- 
ical movement against political oppression; and which revealed its patriotic 
and nationalist spirit, eager for liberation and progress; which has been patient 
and has given many martyrs and sacrifices for freedom and justice, is still capa- 
ble of rebuilding its social and political life; of rebuilding its economy and cul- 
ture according to the requirements of modernity and development. It is still 
capable of joining the march of scientific and technological progress, and can 
overcome the relationships and structures that produce tyranny and that are 
intimately linked to the imperialism and national fragmentation that were 
their cause. 
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The consequences of coups against political democracy in the name of 
socialism are now plain. With the collapse of the Soviet model and its East Euro- 
pean and Third World extensions, the impossibility of building socialism or 
establishing social democracy without political democracy became obvious. 
The Soviet experience also demonstrated the fragility of a state that does not 
draw its legitimacy from civil society, and of an authority that does not draw its 
legitimacy from the people. Equally plain is the inadequacy of viewing the peo- 
ple as mere subjects of ‘revolutionary will, and of denying the social, cultural 
and political diversity of a society and the different interests of each of its com- 
ponent parts. The Soviet experience underlined the consequences of denying 
that rule of law—as a judicial expression of public order and of the essence of 
the state itself, as well as expression of all that is common between all citizens 
and social groups—is an historic compromise between all those interests and 
diverse groups that should be the basis for genuine national unity. 

It is this historic compromise which creates constitutions and laws that are 
in line with the development of society, which itself is affected by the pace of 
global development. Constitutions are therefore usually modified, changed and 
improved according to the needs of that development. The concept of civil soci- 
ety in the world to which we belong—geographically at least—that was revived 
in the 1970s, represented, and still represents, the reality of societal existence, 
the latter being defined by the transition of mankind from Nature to society, 
that is, to human construction and civil politics, to use the expression of [the 
medieval Arab historian] Ibn Khaldoun. From this concept arose an array of 
concepts leading to a ‘social covenant’ as opposed to the ‘divine right’ claimed by 
dictators, kings and emperors. The development of this social covenant is noth- 
ing more that the political counterpart of the triumph of reason which placed 
the human being at the center of human knowledge. Modern societies and 
modern thinking gave rise to the modern civil state that guarantees freedom of 
belief and religious practice and unrestrained thought—all within the frame- 
work of acknowledging, in practice, a freedom defined by law, conditioned by 
responsibility and crowned by the creative initiative, love of knowledge and [the 
spirit of] working with and for the wider group. 

For all these reasons there is a great need today to revive societal and social 
institutions free of domination by the executive authority and by the security 
apparatus, which usurped full powers. These institutions should also be free of 
all traditional forms of social ties, relationships and structures, such as those of 
tribalism and sectarianism, in order to re-establish politics in society as its pri- 
mary free, conscious and constructive activity, and to achieve the crucial balance 
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between society and state, co-ordinating their activities and thus achieving lib- 
erty, equality and justice. National unity is thus bolstered, as is the dignity and 
sovereignty of the state. The rule of law becomes the final arbiter for all. 

Only in civil society can a comprehensive national dialogue characterized by 
freedom of expression and speech and respect for diverse opinions be con- 
ducted, in order to encourage mass participation for the benefit of all the peo- 
ple. No social or political group has the right to decide by itself where the coun- 
try’s national interests lie, and what means should be pursued to achieve those 
interests. All groups—including the present ruling power—must make their 
opinions, ideas and programs known to the people for discussion and dialogue. 
No dialogue is possible without freedom of opinion and expression, free polit- 
ical parties and trade unions, a free press, free social organizations and a legis- 
lature that genuinely and effectively represents the people. 

No reform is possible without a comprehensive national dialogue because 
dialogue always produces new facts that are relevant to all. The logic of dia- 
logue negates that of holding a monopoly on truth, patriotism, or any other 
monopoly. That is why we are calling for the adoption of the principle of dia- 
logue, constructive criticism and peaceful development to resolve all disagree- 
ments through compromise and understanding. This is one of the most impor- 
tant characteristics and advantages of civil society. 

The vitality of civil society is strikingly manifested in the establishment of 
voluntary, independent, non-governmental organizations based on democratic 
choice, whose objective is the establishment of justice and the rule of law that 
ensures civil rights and protects general liberties. That is why we believe that in 
defending civil society we defend the state and the authority holding power in 
that state. 

For economic reforms and anti-corruption measures to succeed, they must 
be preceded and accompanied by a comprehensive package of political and 
constitutional reforms. Otherwise these reforms will not achieve their objec- 
tives. The economic and anti-corruption reform process therefore must de- 
velop into a permanent legal mechanism that stimulates public participation 
and encourages a continuous monitoring of state institutions as well as the 
private sector. All this should be done in an atmosphere of transparency that 
offers all social groups and forces and political parties the opportunity to par- 
ticipate effectively in the processes of planning, preparation, implementation 
and correction. It will also enable them to identify mistakes, waste and cor- 
ruption promptly, as well as enabling the judicial system and supervisory 
bodies to call miscreants to account. Partial and selective measures will not 
lead to reform. 
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Our philosophy and practice consider that: 

—human beings are aims unto themselves 

—freedom, dignity, welfare and happiness are the purpose of development 
and progress 

—national unity and the general interest are yardsticks for all policies and 
practices 

—all citizens are equal before the law, since inequality always creates those 
who are privileged and those who are deprived of all rights, thus sowing the 
seeds of discrimination and disunity and degrading social relations to sub- 
political levels 

The foundations of our philosophy and practice are that: 

—the correct practice of politics is that based on patriotic, national and 
human interest rather than on private interests 

—national achievements are attributable to the people, not to individuals 

—social groups and political parties are defined by the entire national social 
entity 

—the people are the sources of all powers 

We therefore believe that political reform is the necessary and only way out 
of the current state of stagnation and decline, and the only way of extricating 
the general administration from its chronic torpor. We believe, furthermore, 
that the following must be implemented urgently as necessary preludes to polit- 
ical reform: 

1. Abrogation of the Emergency Law now in force. Martial law regulations, 
emergency courts and all similar measures must be cancelled forthwith, and all 
injustices they caused over the years remedied. Political prisoners must be 
released, and the situation of those deprived of civil and labor rights by special 
courts and laws must be rectified. Exiles must be allowed to return. 

2. Political freedoms—especially freedom of opinion and expression—must 
be allowed. Civil and political life must be overseen by democratic legislation 
regulating activities of political parties, associations and non-governmental 
organizations—especially the trade unions which, through their conversion 
into state institutions, have lost partly or entirely the very reasons for their 
establishment. 

3. Reinstatement of the publications law ensuring freedom of the press that 
was annulled by the State of Emergency. 

4. Enactment of a democratic election law to regulate elections at all levels in 
a way that ensures all segments of society are represented fairly, and the electoral 
process should be subjected to the supervision of an independent judiciary. The 
parliament elected as the result of this process will be a genuine legislative and 
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supervisory institution, truly representing the will of the people, acting as the 
highest authoritative reference for all and symbolizing the people’s membership 
in the country and their positive participation in deciding how it is governed. 
The wholeness of the state is never expressed more clearly than by the legisla- 
tive institution and by the independence and integrity of the judiciary. 

5. Independence and integrity of the judiciary with laws applied equally to 
rulers and ruled. 

6. Ensuring that citizens are accorded their full economic rights, most of 
which are stated in the Constitution. The most important of their constitu- 
tionally guaranteed rights are (i) a fair share of national wealth and income; 
(ii) suitable employment and a life of dignity; and (iii) protecting the right of 
future generations of their fair share of the country’s wealth and to a clean envi- 
ronment. Economic and social development are senseless if they are not aimed 
at erasing injustice, humanizing conditions of work and life and countering 
unemployment and poverty. 

7. Insisting that the parties affiliated to the Progressive National Front (PNF) 
truly represent the most vibrant forces in Syrian society; that they by them- 
selves today fill the vacuum of Syrian politics; and that the country needs noth- 
ing more than the reinvigoration of the PNF will serve only to perpetuate fur- 
ther the social and economic stagnation and political paralysis. It is imperative 
to review the relationship of the PNF with the government, to reconsider the 
concept of ‘the leading party in society and the state, and to review any other 
concept that excludes the people from political life. 

8. Abolition of legal discrimination against women. 

Stemming from a desire to participate constructively in the process of social 
development and reform, we call for the establishment of committees for reviv- 
ing civil society in all sectors of Syrian life as a continuation and development 
of the concept of the ‘friends of civil society’ From a sense of national respon- 
sibility and independence, we hope that these committees will play their part in 
overcoming the negativity and demoralization, and [enabling Syria to] emerge 
from the stagnation that doubles our backwardness in relation to the pace of 
international development. Through these committees, we hope to take the step 
to a free, independent and democratic society that takes part in laying the foun- 
dations for a renaissance that will ensure a better future for the Arab nation. 
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UN Security Council 
Resolution 1559 


Adopted by the Security Council at its 5028th meeting, on 2 September 2004 


The Security Council, 

Recalling all its previous resolutions on Lebanon, in particular resolutions 
425 (1978) and 426 (1978) of 19 March 1978, resolution 520 (1982) of 17 Sep- 
tember 1982, and resolution 1553 (2004) of 29 July 2004 as well as the state- 
ments of its President on the situation in Lebanon, in particular the statement 
of 18 June 2000 (S/PRST/2000/21), 

Reiterating its strong support for the territorial integrity, sovereignty and 
political independence of Lebanon within its internationally recognized 
borders, 

Noting the determination of Lebanon to ensure the withdrawal of all non- 
Lebanese forces from Lebanon, 

Gravely concerned at the continued presence of armed militias in Lebanon, 
which prevent the Lebanese Government from exercising its full sovereignty 
over all Lebanese territory, 

Reaffirming the importance of the extension of the control of the Govern- 
ment of Lebanon over all Lebanese territory, 

Mindful of the upcoming Lebanese presidential elections and underlining 
the importance of free and fair elections according to Lebanese constitutional 
rules devised without foreign interference or influence, 

1. Reaffirms its call for the strict respect of the sovereignty, territorial 
integrity, unity, and political independence of Lebanon under the sole and 
exclusive authority of the Government of Lebanon throughout Lebanon; 
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2. Calls upon all remaining foreign forces to withdraw from Lebanon; 

3. Calls for the disbanding and disarmament of all Lebanese and non- 
Lebanese militias; 

4. Supports the extension of the control of the Government of Lebanon over- 
all Lebanese territory; 

5. Declares its support for a free and fair electoral process in Lebanon’s 
upcoming presidential election conducted according to Lebanese constitutional 
rules devised without foreign interference or influence; 

6. Calls upon all parties concerned to cooperate fully and urgently with the 
Security Council for the full implementation of this and all relevant resolutions 
concerning the restoration of the territorial integrity, full sovereignty, and polit- 
ical independence of Lebanon; 

7. Requests that the Secretary-General report to the Security Council within 
thirty days on the implementation by the parties of this resolution and decides 
to remain actively seized of the matter. 


Notes 


Chapter One 


1. This figure is the July 2004 estimate recorded in the CIA World Factbook 
(www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/geos/sy.html). According to the same source, 
seven of the twenty-two states in the Arab League have larger populations than Syria. 
The Syrian Central Bureau of Statistics issued a preliminary figure of 17.793 million 
after its September 2004 census; see The Syria Report, December 2004. 

2. Indeed, the phrase “fragile mosaic” was used by CIA Syria expert Martha Kessler in 
1987 in the title of her open-source monograph, Syria: Fragile Mosaic of Power (Wash- 
ington: National Defense University Press, 1987). 

3. Figures are derived from the 2004 CIA World Factbook; the Bureau of Near Eastern 
Affairs, Background Note: Syria (www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/3580.htm); Economist Intel- 
ligence Unit, Syria: Country Profile 2003, p. 14; and Eyal Zisser, Asad’s Legacy: Syria in 
Transition (New York University Press, 2001), p. 5. 

4, While the bulk of Syrian Kurds are Sunni Muslims, a small number are Alawis. 

5. These data are from the CIA World Factbook (2004). 

6. See, for example, relevant citations in the Encyclopedia of the Orient (www. 
lexicorient.com) and the Wikipedia Encyclopedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/). 

7. There are eleven officially recognized Christian sects in Syria; the 10 percent aggre- 
gate figure is taken from the 2003 CIA World Factbook. 

8. In an oft-quoted passage, the wife of the British consul in Damascus in the early 
1870s described intercommunal relations in Syria in terms that would maintain their 
applicability through much of the twentieth century, and that still have some resonance 
even today: “They hate one another. The Sunnis excommunicate the Shias and both hate 
the Druze; all detest the Alawis; the Maronites do not love anybody but themselves and 
are duly abhorred by all; the Greek Orthodox abominate the Greek Catholics and the 
Latins; all despise the Jews.” See Isabel Burton, The Inner Life of Syria, Palestine, and the 
Holy Land (London: Henry S. King, 1875), pp. 105-06. 
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9. For a historical overview, see Moshe Ma’oz, Asad, the Sphinx of Damascus: A Polit- 
ical Biography (New York: Grove Weidenfeld, 1988), chapter 1. 

10. For a classic scholarly discussion of this problem in the Arab context, see Michael 
Hudson, Arab Politics: The Search for Legitimacy (Yale University Press, 1977), especially 
chapter 3. For more generalized discussion, see Joel Migdal, Strong Societies and Weak 
States: State-Society Relations and State Capabilities in the Third World (Princeton Uni- 
versity Press, 1988). For a discussion of state formation in Syria from a comparative per- 
spective adducing other Middle Eastern cases, see Lisa Anderson, “The State in the Mid- 
dle East and North Africa,’ Comparative Politics 20, no. 1 (October 1987). For a discussion 
of the problems in defining national identity in Syria, see Yahya Sadowski, “The Evolution 
of Political Identity in Syria,” in Identity and Foreign Policy in the Middle East, edited by 
Shibley Telhami and Michael Barnett (Cornell University Press, 2002). 

11. The formation of the modern state of Syria had its beginnings in the Arab revolt 
that began in June 1916 when Sharif Husayn bin Ali, Emir of Mecca and patriarch of the 
Hashemites, the ruling family of what is today Jordan, launched a military campaign 
against the Ottoman Turkish rulers of the Arabian Peninsula and the Levant. Husayn’s 
campaign was conducted with the guidance of a British liaison officer, T. E. Lawrence 
(Lawrence of Arabia); the British sought to use the Arab revolt to undermine the inter- 
ests of the Ottoman Empire, which had allied itself with the Central Powers at the out- 
break of World War I. At the end of World War I, Arab forces under the command of 
Husayn’s sons, Abdallah and Faysal, controlled large portions of the Arabian peninsula 
and the Levant, including Damascus. Faysal set up an independent Arab government 
based in Damascus, but, in 1919, the Paris Peace Conference refused to recognize it. In 
1920, the General Syrian Congress, meeting in Damascus, elected Faysal king of Syria. 
That same year, the League of Nations awarded mandates for political control of the 
Levant to Britain and France. The British mandate covered what is today Israel, Jordan, 
and the Palestinian territories; Britain also received a mandate for what is today Iraq. The 
French mandate covered what is today Lebanon and Syria. In November 1920, French 
troops took Damascus by force and removed Faysal from his Syrian throne, thereby end- 
ing the Arab revolt. The best account of the Great Power diplomacy surrounding the 
Ottoman Empire’s dissolution following World War I is David Fromkin, A Peace to End 
All Peace: The Fall of the Ottoman Empire and the Creation of the Modern Middle East 
(New York: Carlton Books Limited, 1989). As Hinnebusch describes the impact of this 
experience on Syrian perceptions, “In the wake of the 1917 Arab revolt, Syrians expected 
the creation of an independent Arab state in historic Syria (Bilad Al-Sham) linked to a 
wider Arab federation. Instead, betraying their promises to the Arabs, the Western pow- 
ers subjugated the Arab East, dismembered historic Syria into four ministates, Syria, Jor- 
dan, Lebanon, and Palestine, and sponsored the colonization and establishment of the 
state of Israel in Palestine. In time, Syria gained political independence, but its separation 
from Jordan, Lebanon, and the Arab world proved irreversible; Israel became a formi- 
dable enemy on Syria’s doorstep and a permanent obstacle to its nationalist aspirations.” 
Raymond Hinnebusch, “Revisionist Dreams, Realist Strategies: The Foreign Policy of 
Syria,” in The Foreign Policies of Arab States: The Challenge of Change, edited by Bahgat 
Korany and Ali E. Hillal Dessouki, 2d ed. (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1991), p. 374. 

12. The definitive historical treatment of this idea is Daniel Pipes, Greater Syria: The 
History of an Ambition (Oxford University Press, 1990). 
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13. On this general point, see Robert Jackson, Quasi-States: Sovereignty, International 
Relations, and the Third World (Cambridge University Press, 1990). Michael Hudson, in 
his classic study of the “legitimacy shortage” in Arab politics, adduces the challenge of 
developing legitimate authority “within state structures whose boundaries are inher- 
ently incompatible with those of the nation” as a unique and important feature of the 
legitimacy problem in the Arab world; see Hudson, Arab Politics, pp. 5-7. 

14. The best studies of the period remain Patrick Seale, The Struggle for Syria: A Study 
of Post-War Arab Politics, 1945-1958 (Oxford University Press, 1965); and Malcolm Kerr, 
The Arab Cold War: Gamal ‘Abd al-Nasir and his Rivals, 1958-1970 (Oxford University 
Press, 1971). 

15. The designation of salafi applies generally to Islamic movements that glorify the 
“pristine Islam of the pious ancestors” (al-salaf al-salih) and advocate a return to the 
puritanical Islamic state based on the Islam of the first three generations of Muslims. 
Many strands of Islamic thought sharing these traits can be said to be salafi (such as the 
Wahhabi movement in Saudi Arabia). A movement of “scriptural fundamentalism,” 
salafism does not by nature call for violent opposition to existing governments, but, 
yoked to political movements of varying stripes, it has since the early twentieth century 
become a rallying cry for antiregime Islamists in a number of Arab countries. The Soci- 
ety of Muslim Brothers originated in Egypt in the 1920s under founder Hassan al-Banna 
as a salafi movement opposed to British rule. Although the Islamic opposition that coa- 
lesced against the rule of Hafiz al-Asad in the 1970s contained many (and often com- 
peting) ideologies, it was widely referred to as the “Muslim Brothers” and sought the 
replacement of the Ba‘thist regime with a salafi-inspired Islamic state. See Seale, Asad: 
The Struggle for the Middle East, pp. 320-23; Said Amir Arjomand, “Unity and Diversity 
in Islamic Fundamentalism,” in Fundamentalisms, edited by Martin E. Marty and R. 
Scott Appleby (University of Chicago Press, 1995), pp. 179-230. For a brief description 
of salafism, see the definition at (globalsecurity.org). A detailed and sympathetic descrip- 
tion of the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood can be found in Umar E. Abd-Allah, The Islamic 
Struggle in Syria (Berkeley, Calif.: Mizan Press, 1983). 

16. The Syrian Muslim Brotherhood was founded in the 1930s by Syrian students 
returning from study in Egypt, where they encountered the work of Hassan al-Banna, 
founder of the original Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt. Beginning in the 1960s, the ideas 
of another Egyptian Islamist, Sayid Qutb, were critical in prompting the Syrian Muslim 
Brotherhood to reject the Syrian regime’s Ba‘thist and pan-Arab ideology. 

17. All figures are rounded from the 2004 CIA World Factbook. By comparison, per 
capita GDP in Saudi Arabia is $11,800; in the United Arab Emirates, $23,200; and in 
Kuwait, $19,000. 

18. For information on Syria’s oil and gas resources, see the Energy Information 
Administration, Department of Energy, “Country Analysis Briefs: Syria,” April 2004: 
(www.eia.doe.gov/emeu/cabs/syria.html). 

19. For example, the 1978 Camp David Accords proposed that the principles set forth 
in it be adopted for final peace agreements between all of Israel’s neighbors, specifically 
naming Syria. 

20. The Arab peace initiative adopted at the 2002 Arab summit in Beirut proposed a 
final settlement between Israel and the Arab countries and includes as its first enumer- 
ated point an Israeli withdrawal from the Golan Heights in return for peace with Syria. 


218 NOTES TO PAGES 7-8 


21. For an overview of U.S. diplomatic initiatives with Syria in the context of Arab- 
Israeli peacemaking through the 1991 Madrid conference, see relevant portions of 
William Quandt, Peace Process: American Diplomacy and the Arab-Israeli Conflict since 
1967 (Brookings and University of California Press, 1993). 

22. On Kissinger’s diplomatic efforts to secure a two-front cease-fire in the 1973 
October (Yom Kippur) War, as well as his successful bid to pry Egyptian president Anwar 
al-Sadat away from Syria in the postwar diplomacy, see Henry Kissinger, Years of 
Upheaval (Boston: Little, Brown, 1982). For an assessment of how these efforts were 
interpreted by Asad, see Patrick Seale, Asad of Syria: The Struggle for the Middle East 
(London: LB. Tauris, 1988; University of California Press, 1989), pp. 226-66. 

23. Carter administration officials have blamed Asad for this turn of events, arguing 
that the Syrian leader withdrew from Arab-Israeli diplomacy to “sit by the road and 
observe events”; see the introduction by Cyrus Vance, Carter’s secretary of state, to Alasdair 
Drysdale and Raymond Hinnebusch, Syria and the Middle East Peace Process (New York: 
Council on Foreign Relations, 1991), p. viii. See also Jimmy Carter, Keeping Faith: Memoirs 
of a President (New York: Bantam Books, 1982), pp. 273-429. For a look at the Carter years 
through the prism of Asad’s strategic framework, see Seale, Asad of Syria, pp. 290-315. 

24. For further discussion, see Nimrod Novik, Encounter with Reality: Reagan and the 
Middle East (The First Term) (Boulder, Colo.: Westview for the Jaffee Center for Strate- 
gic Studies, Tel Aviv University, 1986). 

25. The jointly issued U.S.-Soviet invitation to the 1991 Madrid peace conference— 
which inaugurated separate negotiating tracks between Israel and its neighbors—listed 
Syria as the second invitee, after Israel, granting it pride of place as first-mentioned Arab 
state to stress the importance of its participation. Secretary of State James Baker, com- 
menting on preparations for Madrid, wrote, “There was no way to move a comprehen- 
sive Mideast peace process forward without the active involvement of Syria.” See Baker 
(with Thomas DeFrank), The Politics of Diplomacy: Revolution, War, and Peace, 
1989-1992 (New York: G. P. Putnam, 1995), p. 296. 

26. For overviews of Israeli-Syrian negotiations brokered by the Clinton administra- 
tion, see Itamar Rabinovich, The Brink of Peace: The Israeli-Syrian Negotiations (Prince- 
ton University Press, 1999); Helena Cobban, The Israeli-Syrian Peace Talks: 1991-1996 
and Beyond (Washington: United States Institute of Peace, 2000); and Dennis Ross, The 
Missing Peace: The Inside Story of the Fight for Middle East Peace (New York: Farrar, 
Strauss, and Giroux, 2004). 

27. Historically, Syria’s pivotal strategic importance for the region has been docu- 
mented in Seale, The Struggle for Syria, and Kerr, The Arab Cold War. 

28. See, for example, Michael Barnett, Dialogues in Arab Politics: Negotiations in 
Regional Order (Columbia University Press, 1998); and Avraham Sela, The Decline of the 
Arab-Israeli Conflict: Middle East Politics and the Quest for Regional Order (State Univer- 
sity of New York Press, 1997). 

29. For example, Syria has never been able to reverse the separate peace treaties with 
Israel that Egypt and Jordan signed in 1979 and 1994, respectively; however, at the 
extraordinary Arab League summits in 1996 and in 2000, Syria was able to compel con- 
sensus that existing ties between various Arab states and Israel would not be expanded. 
Syrian opposition also was an important factor prompting an embarrassing withdrawal 
of Arab participants from a 1997 Middle East economic conference in Qatar; the con- 
ference was part of the multilateral track of the Arab-Israeli peace process. In the same 
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context, Syrian pressure probably contributed to decisions by Tunisia to roll back its 
trade ties with Israel and by Egypt and Jordan not to maintain effective ambassadorial 
representation in Israel. 

30. For example, Secretary of State Warren Christopher recorded his assessment, at 
the beginning of the Clinton administration, that “for the United States, an Israeli-Syrian 
agreement would not only remove a major threat to Israel, but would improve the Amer- 
ican strategic position in the region as well. On taking office, I had approved a dual- 
containment policy as to Iran and Iraq, but hoped to find a way to improve relations 
with Syria, the third country in the northern tier of Arab states. Nothing would have fur- 
thered that goal better than reconciliation between Israel and Syria.” See Christopher, 
Chances of a Lifetime: A Memoir (New York: Scribner, 2001), pp. 218-19. 

31. On this point, see Drysdale and Hinnebusch, Syria and the Middle East Peace 
Process, especially chapters 4 and 5. 

32. On the regional background to the Camp David talks, see Kenneth Stein, Heroic 
Diplomacy: Sadat, Kissinger, Carter, Begin, and the Quest for Arab-Israeli Peace (London: 
Routledge, 1999), especially chapters 4—7. 

33. For an interesting and historically grounded discussion of Syria’s objectives in 
dealing with the Palestinian issue, see Aaron Miller, The Arab States and the Palestine 
Question: Between Ideology and Self-Interest, The Washington Papers 120 (New York: 
Praeger for the Center for Strategic and International Studies, 1986), chapter 4. On Syr- 
ian objectives vis-a-vis Jordan, see Drysdale and Hinnebusch, Syria and the Middle East 
Peace Process, pp. 68-72. 

34. In this context, it is worth noting that during the first two decades of Asad’s pres- 
idency, the Soviet Union was principally important to Syria as its leading military supplier 
and source of military assistance, as well as an important strategic point of reference. 

35. For further discussion, see Novik, Encounter with Reality. 

36. On the origins of the Syrian-Iranian alliance, see, among others, Hussein Agha 
and Ahmad Khalidi, Syria and Iran: Rivalry and Cooperation (London: Pinter for the 
Royal Institute of International Affairs, 1995); and Anoushiravan Ehteshami and Ray- 
mond Hinnebusch, Syria and Iran: Middle Powers in a Penetrated Regional System (Lon- 
don: Routledge, 1997). 

37. For discussion, see Robert Danin, “An Iraqi-Syrian Entente? Prospects and Impli- 
cations,” Policywatch 253 (Washington: Washington Institute for Near East Policy, June 
11, 1997). On threats to the Clinton administation’s dual-containment strategy, see 
Thomas Friedman, “Pay Attention,” New York Times, September 1, 1997. 

38. Alan Sipress, “U.S. Favors Easing Iraq Sanctions; On Mideast Tour, Powell Out- 
lines Plan to Focus Efforts against Military,’ Washington Post, February 27, 2001; Alan 
Sipress and Colum Lynch, “U.S. Avoids Confronting Syrians on Iraqi Oil,” Washington 
Post, February 14, 2002. 

39. The terrorism list was created by the Export Administration Act of 1979, Title 22 
of the United States Code, Section 2656f. Under this act, the State Department is re- 
quired to issue an annual report to Congress on countries and groups classified as ter- 
rorist. States falling under this rubric are those that support terrorist organizations polit- 
ically, materially, or financially, or that fail to cooperate in counterterrorism efforts. 
Along with Libya and Iraq, Syria was included on the initial list of state sponsors issued 
by the State Department in 1979 and has retained its state sponsor designation in all sub- 
sequent annual reports. 
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40. This was the so-called National Salvation Front; participating groups included 
George Habash’s Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine, Ahmad Jibril’s Popular 
Front for the Liberation of Palestine-General Command, Fatah dissidents under Abu 
Musa, and Nayif Hawatmeh’s Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine, which 
broke away from the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine in 1969. For back- 
ground on anti-PLO Palestinian radicals, see Helena Cobban, The Palestinian Liberation 
Organisation: People, Power, and Politics (Cambridge University Press, 1984), especially 
chapter 7; and Barry Rubin, Revolution until Victory? The Politics and History of the PLO 
(Harvard University Press, 1994), chapters 4 and 8. For descriptions of the links between 
various secular Palestinian rejectionists and Syria, see Kenneth Katzman, Terrorism: Near 
Eastern Groups and State Sponsors, 2001 (Washington: Congressional Research Service, 
2001) and Gary Gambill, “Sponsoring Terrorism: Syria and the PFLP-GC,” Middle East 
Intelligence Bulletin 4 (September 2002). 

41. Hizballah was responsible for the car bombing of the U.S. Embassy in Beirut in 
1983, the car bombing of the U.S. Marine and French paratrooper barracks in Beirut in 
1983, and the bombing of the U.S. Embassy annex in Beirut in 1984. Hizballah was 
founded in 1982 by Lebanese Shi‘a clerics in response to the Israeli invasion. Inspired 
by the revolutionary ideology of Iran’s Ayatollah Khomeini, Hizballah defined its goals 
as resistance to the Israeli occupation and, ultimately, the creation of an Islamic state in 
Lebanon. On Hizballah’s origins, structure, ideology, and activities, see, among others, 
Hala Jaber, Hezbollah: Born with a Vengeance (Columbia University Press, 1997); Mar- 
tin Kramer, “The Moral Logic of Hizballah,” in Origins of Terrorism: Psychologies, The- 
ologies, and States of Mind, edited by Walter Reich (Cambridge University Press, 1990); 
Martin Kramer, “The Calculus of Jihad,” in Fundamentalisms and the State: Remaking 
Politics, Economics, and Militance, edited by Martin Marty and R. S. Appleby, The Fun- 
damentalism Project, vol. 3 (University of Chicago Press, 1993); and Shimon Shapira, 
“The Origins of Hizballah,” Jerusalem Quarterly, no. 46 (Spring 1988). For a description 
of Syria’s evolving ties to the organization, see Gary Gambill and Ziad Abdelnour, 
“Hezbollah: Between Tehran and Damascus,” Middle East Intelligence Bulletin 4 (Feb- 
ruary 2002). 

42. Seale, Asad of Syria, p. 477. 

43. See, for example, the 2003 edition of the State Department’s Patterns of Global 
Terrorism, issued in April 2004: (www.state.gov/s/ct/rls/pgtrpt/). 

44, Ina similar manner, Damascus provided safe haven for a number of years to Kur- 
distan Workers Party (PKK, in its Kurdish acronym) cadres in northern Syria as a way of 
pressing Ankara in an ongoing dispute between Syria and Turkey over water sharing 
from the Euphrates River. In this case, however, Hafiz al-Asad was unable in the end to 
manage the risk of regional blowback. Facing a credible threat of Turkish military inter- 
vention in 1998, Asad shut down PKK bases on Syrian territory and expelled the group’s 
chief, Abdullah Ocalan, which led eventually to Ocalan’s capture by Turkish authorities. 

45. For details, see Gambill, “Sponsoring Terrorism: Syria and the PFLP-GC”’ 

46. Hamas (the name is both the Arabic word for “zeal” and an acronym for the 
group’s full name in Arabic, Movement of the Islamic Resistance) was founded in 1988 
by Palestinian Islamists associated with the Muslim Brotherhood movement in Gaza. It 
has maintained an office in Damascus since 1991. Originally, Hamas’s chief external sup- 
porters were Iran and Jordan. After Jordan signed its 1994 peace treaty with Israel, how- 
ever, Hamas relocated its so-called Military Committee to Damascus in 1995. A further 
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crackdown on its activities in Jordan prompted Hamas to move its Political Bureau to 
Damascus in 1999; although the Political Bureau was not officially reopened in Damas- 
cus, Hamas officials associated with the Political Bureau continue to live in or work out 
of Damascus. Palestine Islamic Jihad grew up around a group of Palestinian students in 
Cairo in the 1970s, most notably Fathi Shigaqi (whose brother, Khalil, is a prominent 
scholar and analyst of Palestinian politics and public opinion). Inspired by the Islamic 
Revolution in Iran, several Palestinian Islamist factions in the late 1970s and early 1980s 
took the name Islamic Jihad, but it was Shiqaqi’s group that emerged as a prominent 
rejectionist player in the late 1980s and 1990s. After being expelled from Egypt in the 
aftermath of the Sadat assassination, Shiqaqi returned to Gaza to establish his Islamic 
Jihad movement formally in 1981. Israel expelled Shigaqi to Lebanon in 1988, and he 
reestablished Islamic Jihad’s headquarters in Damascus in 1989. Shiqaqi was assassinated 
by Israeli agents in Malta in 1995; the leadership of Islamic Jihad was taken over by 
Ramadan Shallah, who remains resident and active in Damascus. For background on 
Hamas and Islamic Jihad, see Shaul Mishal and Avraham Sela, The Palestinian Hamas: 
Vision, Violence, and Coexistence (Columbia University Press, 2000); Ziad Abu-Amr, 
Islamic Fundamentalism in the West Bank and Gaza: Muslim Brotherhood and Islamic 
Jihad (Indiana University Press, 1994); Meir Hatina and Martin Kramer, Islam and Sal- 
vation in Palestine: The Islamic Jihad Movement, Dayan Center Papers 127 (Syracuse 
University Press, 2001); and Meir Litvack, “The Palestine Islamic Jihad: Background 
Information,” Tel Aviv Notes 56 (Jaffee Center for Strategic Studies, November 28, 2002). 
For discussion of Syria’s links to these groups, see Gary Gambill, “Sponsoring Terrorism: 
Syria and Hamas,” Middle East Intelligence Bulletin 4, no. 10 (October 2002); and 
Matthew Levitt, “Sponsoring Terrorism: Syria and Islamic Jihad,” Middle East Intelli- 
gence Bulletin 4, no. 11-12 (November—December 2002). 

47. The State Department’s Patterns of Global Terrorism 2001 acknowledged Syria’s 
policy of preventing these groups from attacking Western targets. 

48. On Hafiz al-Asad’s tactical use of Hizballah, see Michael Eisenstadt, “Hizballah 
Operations: Past Patterns, Future Prospects,” Policywatch 197 (Washington: Washington 
Institute for Near East Policy, May 7, 1996); Frederic Hof, “Syria and Israel: Keeping the 
Peace in Lebanon,” Middle East Policy 4, no. 4 (October 1996); and Katzman, Terrorism. 

49. On Bashar al-Asad’s tactical use of Hizballah, see Daniel Sobelman, New Rules of 
the Game: Israel and Hizbollah after the Withdrawal from Lebanon, Jaffee Center for Stra- 
tegic Studies Memorandum 69 (Tel Aviv University, January 2004), especially pp. 46-48 
and chapter 5. 

50. For analyses making this point at different historical junctures in Syria’s relation- 
ship with Hizballah, see, among others, Eisenstadt, “Hizballah’s Operations”; and Mark 
Heller, “The Arab-Israeli Arena,” in The Middle East Strategic Balance, 2002-2003, edited 
by Ephraim Kam and Yiftah Shapir (Tel Aviv University, Jaffee Center for Strategic Stud- 
ies, 2003), p. 122. 

51. See Patterns of Global Terrorism (2001). Official U.S. government reports and 
Katzman, Terrorism, make clear that Hizballah has, from time to time, exceeded the lim- 
its that Syria has placed on its activities by conducting surveillance on U.S. targets in 
Beirut. 

52. Hizballah’s infitah (opening up) or “Lebanonization” began in 1992, when the 
group decided to participate in parliamentary elections for the first time. The Hizballah- 
led “Loyalty to the Resistance Bloc” won twelve mandates for the 128-member National 
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Assembly in 1992 (eight Hizballah members plus four Shi‘ite allies), nine in the 1996 
elections (seven plus two), and twelve in 2000 (nine plus three). For discussion, see, 
among others, Magnus Ranstorp, “The Strategy and Tactics of Hizballah’s Current 
‘Lebanonization Process,” Mediterranean Politics 3, no. 1 (Spring 1998); Augustus 
Richard Norton, “Hizballah: From Radicalism to Pragmatism?” Middle East Policy (Jan- 
uary 1998); and Augustus Richard Norton, Hizballah of Lebanon: Extremist Ideals vs. 
Mundane Politics (New York: Council of Foreign Relations, 1999); see also Zisser, Asad’s 
Legacy, pp. 147-48; and Sobelman, New Rules of the Game, pp. 19-24. 

53. U.S. Department of Defense, Proliferation: Threat and Response (January 2001), 
pp. 42-43. For a recent overview of Syria’s WMD capabilities, see Eyal Zisser, “Syria and 
the Question of WMD,” MERIA Journal 8, no. 3 (September 2004). 

54. For an overview of Syria’s nuclear program, see Shai Feldman, Nuclear Weapons 
and Arms Control in the Middle East (MIT Press for the Center for Science and Interna- 
tional Affairs, Harvard University, 1997), pp. 67-68. For analysis of Syria’s decisionmak- 
ing with regard to the possible acquisition of nuclear weapons, see Ellen Laipson, “Syria: 
Can the Myth Be Maintained without Nukes?” in The Nuclear Tipping Point: Why States 
Reconsider Their Nuclear Choices, edited by Kurt M. Campbell, Robert J. Einhorn, and 
Mitchell B. Reiss (Brookings Institution Press, 2004). The uncovering of the A. Q. Khan 
network for proliferation of nuclear technology in 2004 sparked renewed speculation 
that Syria is pursuing a nuclear weapons program. However, as recently as July 2004, 
Mohammed al-Baradei, director general of the International Atomic Energy Agency 
(IAEA), said publicly, “We have no information that Syria is involved in any prohibited 
nuclear activity.” 

55. U.S. officials publicly acknowledged information on production of chemical war- 
fare agents and munitions in the 1980s; see, for example, the 1989 testimony by William 
Webster, then-director of central intelligence, as cited on the Federation of American Sci- 
entists’ website, (www.fas.org/nuke/guide/syria/). 

56. See the overview of Syria’s chemical warfare program, “Syria’s SCUDs and Chem- 
ical Weapons,” at the Center for Nonproliferation Studies/Monterey Institute of Inter- 
national Studies website (http://cns.miis.edu/research/wmdme/syrscud.htm). 

57. See, among others, successive editions of the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency’s 
biannual “Acquisition of Technology Relating to Weapons of Mass Destruction and 
Advanced Conventional Munitions” report to Congress; Joseph Cirincione, Jon Wolfs- 
thal, and Miriam Rajkumar, Deadly Arsenals: Tracking Weapons of Mass Destruction 
(Washington: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2002), pp. 11-12; and Kam 
and Shapir, The Middle East Strategic Balance, p. 252, table 17. 

58 See “Syria: Weapons of Mass Destruction Capabilities and Programs” at the Cen- 
ter for Nonproliferation Studies/Monterey Institute of International Studies website 
(http://cns.miis.edu/research/wmdme/syria.htm). 

59. See Michael Eisenstadt, “Arming for Peace? Syria’s Elusive Quest for “Strategic 
Parity, Policy Paper 31 (Washington: Washington Institute for Near East Policy, 1992), 
pp. 51-52. 

60. See Kam and Shapir, The Middle East Strategic Balance, p. 252, table 17; and Cen- 
ter for Nonproliferation Studies, “Syria: Weapons of Mass Destruction Capabilities and 
Programs.” The maximum range of a SCUD-B is 300 kilometers; of a SCUD-C, 500 kilo- 
meters; and of a SCUD-D, 700 kilometers. 
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61. See the statement by Robert Walpole, national intelligence officer for strategic 
and nuclear programs, to the hearing on the National Intelligence Estimate of Foreign 
Missile Development and the Ballistic Missile Threat through 2015, before the Senate 
Subcommittee on International Security, Proliferation, and Federal Services, March 11, 
2002, and the testimony of Director of Central Intelligence George Tenet, “The World- 
wide Threat 2004: Challenges in a Changing Global Context,” to the Senate Select Com- 
mittee on Intelligence, February 24, 2004. 

62. On the Reagan administrations ill-fated engagement in and subsequent with- 
drawal from Lebanon, see Lou Cannon, President Reagan: The Role of a Lifetime (New 
York: Perseus Books, 2000), chapter 15, and William Quandt, “Reagan’s Lebanon Policy: 
Trial and Error,” Middle East Journal 28, no. 2 (Spring 1984). 

63. For discussion of the trade-offs in formulating U.S. policy toward Lebanon, see 
the hearing on U.S. Policy toward Lebanon, House Committee on International Rela- 
tions, June 25, 1997, and the Special Policy Forum Report by Habib Malik and Graeme 
Bannerman, “Lebanon, the Peace Process, and U.S. Policy,’ Washington Institute for Near 
East Policy, Policywatch 265 (August 25, 1997); see also Habib Malik, Between Damascus 
and Jerusalem: Lebanon and Middle East Peace (Washington: Washington Institute for 
Near East Policy, 1997; rev. 2d ed, 2000); and Gary Gambill, “US Mideast Policy and the 
Syrian Occupation of Lebanon,” Middle East Intelligence Bulletin 3, no. 3 (March 2001). 

64. For representative specimens of the range of arguments, see Jim Hoagland, “Time 
to Squeeze Syria,” Washington Post, September 16, 2004; and Martha Kessler, “Danger in 
Pushing Syria Out of Lebanon: Western Diplomatic Initiatives Could Go Horribly 
Awry, Los Angeles Times, November 1, 2004. 

65. For a discussion of Syria’s designation by the U.S. government as a major pro- 
ducing and transit country for illegal narcotics and its eventual removal from the official 
US. list of such states, see Hillary Mann, “Removing Syria from the Narcotics List—A 
Signal to Damascus?” Washington Institute for Near East Policy, Policywatch 277 
(November 10, 1997). 

66. Raymond Tanter, for example, includes Syria in his roster of rogue states in Rogue 
Regimes: Terrorism and Proliferation (New York: St. Martin’s Press, rev., 1999). 

67. As for any country on the list, designation as a state sponsor of terror imposes 
four main sets of U.S. government sanctions on Syria: a ban on arms-related exports and 
sales; controls over exports of dual-use items; prohibitions on economic assistance; and 
what State Department reports describe as “miscellaneous” financial restrictions (most 
notably, a legally mandated requirement that the United States oppose loans to terrorist- 
list countries by the World Bank and other international financial institutions, denial of 
tax credits to U.S. persons and companies for income earned in such countries, and 
denial of duty-free treatment for goods exported to the United States from these coun- 
tries). It is interesting that the Taliban regime in Afghanistan, which was never cited for- 
mally as a state sponsor of terror, was subjected to comprehensive trade sanctions. For 
additional general discussion, see U.S. Department of State, Patterns of Global Terrorism; 
Katzman, Terrorism; and Paul Pillar, Terrorism and U.S. Foreign Policy (Brookings, 2001), 
pp. 158 and 169-73. For more detailed discussion of the application of U.S. sanctions 
against Syria, see Tanter, Rogue Regimes, pp. 187-89. 

68. The Clinton administration, for example, omitted Syria from its first-term list of 
“backlash states”; see Anthony Lake, “Confronting Backlash States,” Foreign Affairs 73, 
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no. 2 (March/April 1994), 45-6. Even President Bush, in the immediate aftermath of the 
September 11 attacks, left Syria out of the “axis of evil” he described in his January 2002 
State of the Union address; the members of the axis were Iran, Iraq (then still under 
Saddam Hussein’s rule), and North Korea. 

69. For recent statements of U.S. policy concerns about Syria, see the testimony of 
John Bolton, undersecretary of state for arms control and international security affairs, 
before the House International Relations Committee, September 16, 2003, as well as the 
testimony of Ambassador William Burns, assistant secretary of state for Near Eastern 
affairs, and Ambassador Cofer Black, special coordinator for counterterrorism, before 
the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, October 30, 2003. 

70. President Bush described Syria as having allied itself with “international terror- 
ism” in a speech to the National Endowment for Democracy, November 6, 2003; earlier 
that year, on April 14, White House spokesman Ari Fleischer and Secretary of Defense 
Donald Rumsfeld both cited CIA reports that Syria was known to possess stocks of 
chemical weapons and was continuing to develop more lethal varieties. 

71. In the National Endowment of Democracy speech, President Bush compared 
Syria with Iraq as a dictatorship that had brought “torture, misery, oppression, and ruin” 
to its people. 

72. See Clifford Krauss, “U.S. Welcomes Thaw in Relations with ‘Pragmatic’ Syria,” 
New York Times, January 2, 2002. Bush administration officials have publicly acknowl- 
edged U.S.-Syrian intelligence cooperation against al-Qaeda and related Sunni extrem- 
ist groups. 

73. Personal communications by State Department officials with the author. 

74. Barbara Slavin, “U.S. Warns Syria; Next Step Uncertain,” USA Today, September 
17, 2003; and Sonni Efran, “Syria Courts a Cool U.S. amid Threat of Sanctions,” Los 
Angeles Times, February 17, 2004. This was also the author’s observation during his ser- 
vice as senior director for Middle East initiatives at the National Security Council 
between February 2002 and March 2003. 

75. See Gary Gambill, “Syria’s Foreign Relations: Iraq,” Middle East Intelligence Bul- 
letin 3, no. 3 (March 2001); Gary Gambill, “Syria Rearms Iraq,” Middle East Intelligence 
Bulletin 4, no. 9 (September 2002); Sean Loughlin, “Defense Secretary Cites “Hostile 
Acts,” CNN, March 29, 2003; and Hans Greimel, “Foreign Fighters Remain Threat in 
Iraq,” Associated Press, April 15, 2003. 

76. Personal communications by U.S. officials with the author. 

77. The House of Representatives passed a version of the bill on October 15, 2003, 
and the Senate passed an amended version on November 11, 2003. Both houses adopted 
the conference report on the bill on November 20, 2003. 

78. See Christopher Marquis, “Bush Imposes Sanctions on Syria, Citing Terrorism,” 
New York Times, May 12, 2004. President Bush announced the implementation of the 
Syrian Accountability and Lebanese Sovereignty Restoration Act (SAA or SALSA) sanc- 
tions on May 11, 2004. In addition to the mandatory ban on the export of dual-use items 
to Syria, the president also chose to implement a ban on all American exports except 
food and medicine, a prohibition on flights between Syria and the United States, and the 
freezing of certain Syrian assets in the United States. Significantly, Bush chose not to 
employ some of the harsher options from the basket of sanctions proposed by the SAA, 
such as a strict ban on the travel of Syrian diplomatic personnel in the United States, a 
prohibition on investment by U.S. companies in Syria, and a downgrading of U.S.-Syrian 
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diplomatic contacts. White House Press Office, “Implementing the Syria Accountability 
and Lebanese Sovereignty Restoration Act of 2003,” May 11, 2004. 

79. On Bashar’s upbringing and exposure to the West, see the profile by Susan Sachs, 
“Man in the News: The Shy Young Doctor at Syria’s Helm: Bashar al-Asad,” New York 
Times, June 14, 2000. An adulatory portrait of Bashar published shortly before his 
father’s death described him as “soft-spoken and congenial, a fan of Faith Hill and Phil 
Collins tunes downloaded to a Walkman-like digital music player”; see Howard Schnei- 
der, “Syria Advances Cautiously into the Online Age: Asad’s Son Promoting Change,” 
Washington Post, April 27, 2000. 

80. King Abdallah of Jordan, for example, described himself and Bashar at the time 
of the succession as exemplars of a new, “Internet generation” of Arab leaders who would 
take the Arab world into the twenty-first century. A U.S. delegation led by Secretary of 
State Madeleine Albright returned from the first official U.S. visit to the new Syrian pres- 
ident impressed with his modernist line and his stated interest in continuing the peace 
process; see Jane Perlez, “Albright Finds Syria’s New Leader Willing to Pursue Talks,” New 
York Times, June 14, 2000. Several Israeli governmental figures were also cautiously opti- 
mistic about the change of leadership bringing new hope to the region; see Deborah 
Sontag, “With the Loss of an Old Foe, Israelis See a Cloud Lifted,” New York Times, June 
12, 2000. For news analyses at the outset of Bashar’s presidency that focused on his 
reformist tendencies, see, among others, Susan Sachs, “Transition in Syria: Syrians See in 
the Heir Possibility of Progress,” New York Times, June 11, 2000, and “He Made It!” Econ- 
omist, July 22, 2000. According to a report on Bashar’s early days in office, the new pres- 
ident’s “favorite watchwords” were “modernization and technology”; see Andrew 
Borowiec, “Asad Seen as Agent of Economic Change; Shows Move toward ‘Political Flex- 
ibility,” Washington Times, November 22, 2000. Another report described him as an 
“avid technocrat”; see Scott Peterson, “The Grooming of Syria’s Bashar al-Asad,” Chris- 
tian Science Monitor, June 13, 2000. For an assessment comparing Bashar to another 
young leader—Kim Jong Il—who was groomed for succession by his father, see Elaine 
Sciolino, “If Dad Was a Dictator, Just Try Being Mr. Nice Guy,” New York Times, June 18, 
2000. For a comparative discussion of generational change in Syria, Jordan, and 
Morocco, see Dan Ephron, “Mideast’s Young Rulers Face Barriers to Reform,” Washing- 
ton Times, June 21, 2000, and David Plotz, “The Arab Brat Pack: They’re Young, They’re 
Sexy, and They’re Running Dad’s Country,” Slate, June 16, 2000. 

81. The first book-length study of Bashar’s presidency to date focuses on his failures, 
so far, as a reformer; see Alan George, Syria: Neither Bread Nor Freedom (London: Zed 
Books, 2003). To be sure, some analysts dissented from the initial optimism about Bashar 
at the beginning of his presidency. Helena Cobban, for example, pooh-poohed the idea 
that Bashar was a Western-oriented leader on par with Jordan’s King Abdallah; see 
“Syria's New Asad No Sure Thing,” Christian Science Monitor, June 28, 2000. John 
Daniszewski reported on Syrians’ unhappiness with their new leader; “In Syria, Not 
Everyone Is Charmed by Asad’s Heir: Dissenters Question the Untested Son’s March to 
Power, They Also Doubt That Life Will Improve,” Los Angeles Times, July 7, 2000. Writ- 
ing at the end of Bashar’s first year in office, Yossi Baidatz described the conflicting views 
of Bashar’s leadership that were already emerging in discussions of his presidency as the 
“Mr. Bashar/Dr. Asad” dichotomy. The former is a “clumsy young man divorced from the 
Syrian-Lebanese reality”; the latter is “a promising young leader with a Western educa- 
tion leaning toward modernization and technological progress.” See Baidatz, “Bashar’s 
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First Year: From Ophthalmology to a National Vision,” Washington Institute for Near 
East Policy, Research Memorandum 41 (July 2001). 

82. See George, Syria; and Claude Salhani, “Syria at the Crossroads,” Middle East Pol- 
icy 10, no. 3 (Fall 2003). 

83. See Alan Makovsky, “Syria under Bashar al-Asad: The Domestic Scene and the 
“Chinese Model’ of Reform,” Washington Institute for Near East Policy, Policywatch 512 
(January 17, 2001). Eyal Zisser also promotes this view, when he describes a new presi- 
dent hemmed in by the Old Guard at whose pleasure he serves, inescapably wedded to 
the political system he inherited from his father; see Zisser, “Does Bashar al-Asad Rule 
Syria?” Middle East Quarterly 10, no. 1 (Winter 2003); and Zisser, “Bashar of Arabia,” 
Wall Street Journal, September 2, 2003. For an analysis of the dangers Bashar would face 
were he to reform the inherited political spoils system, see Roula Khalaf, “Opposition to 
the War Has Cost the Damascus Regime Dear,” Financial Times, August 26, 2003. 

84. See Gary Gambill, “Asad’s Desperate Diplomacy,” Middle East Intelligence Bulletin 
6, no. 1 (January 2004), in which the notion of a powerful Old Guard restricting Bashar’s 
policy choices is rejected and Bashar is described as an independent actor. 

85. See, for example, the testimony of Patrick Clawson of the Washington Institute for 
Near East Policy before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, October 30, 2003. 

86. Personal communication with the author. 

87. Analyses promoting elements of this model can be found in: Gambill, “Asad’s 
Desperate Diplomacy”; Chris Suellentrop, “Bashar Asad: The Evil Moron Who’s Run- 
ning Syria,” Slate, April 16, 2003; Marc Ginsberg, “Bashing Bashar,” Weekly Standard, 
April 28, 2003; Max Abrahms, “When Rogues Defy Reason: Bashar’s Syria,” Middle East 
Quarterly 10, no. 4 (Fall 2003); Zisser, “Bashar of Arabia”; and Zisser “Syria and the War 
in Iraq,” MERIA Journal 7, no. 2 (June 2003). 


Chapter Two 


1. On Asad’s rise to power and his first decade and a half as president, see two classic 
biographies: Moshe Ma’oz, Asad, the Sphinx of Damascus: A Political Biography (New 
York: Grove Weidenfeld, 1988); and Patrick Seale, Asad of Syria: The Struggle for the Mid- 
dle East (London: I. B. Tauris, 1988; University of California Press, 1989). See also Lucien 
Bitterlin, Hafez El Asad: le parcours d’un combattant (Paris: Editions du Jaguar, 1986). For 
an account and assessment of the last decade of Asad’s presidency, see Eyal Zisser, Asad’s 
Legacy: Syria in Transition (New York University Press, 2001). 

2. For detailed discussion, see Patrick Seale, The Struggle for Syria: A Study of Post- 
War Arab Politics, 1945-1958 (Oxford University Press, 1965); and Nikolaos Van Dam, 
The Struggle for Power in Syria: Politics and Society under Asad and the Ba ‘th Party (Lon- 
don: I. B. Tauris, 1996), pp. 15-74; this work is a revised and updated version of Van 
Dam’s earlier The Struggle for Power in Syria: Sectarianism, Regionalism and Tribalism in 
Politics (London: Croom Helm, 1979; 2d ed., 1981). 

3. For analysis of the expansion of membership in the Ba‘th Party and party-affiliated 
mass organizations after 1963, see two works by Raymond Hinnebusch: Authoritarian 
Power and State Formation in Ba‘thist Syria: Army, Party, and Peasant (Boulder, Colo.: 
Westview Press, 1990); and Syria: Revolution from Above (London: Routledge, 2001), 
pp. 47-64. 

4. For discussion, see Hinnebusch, Syria, pp. 80-83. 
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5. Ibid., pp. 89-93. 

6. The phrase is from Itamar Rabinovich, Syria under the Bath, 1963-66: The Army- 
Party Symbiosis (Jerusalem: Israel Universities Press, 1972). 

7. The best appraisal of Asad’s use of repression during the first two decades of his 
presidency remains Middle East Watch, Syria Unmasked: The Suppression of Human 
Rights by the Asad Regime (Yale University Press for Human Rights Watch Books, 1991). 
For more recent assessments, see successive editions of Human Rights Watch’s regional 
reports on the Middle East and of the Department of State’s annual “Country Reports on 
Human Rights Practices” for Syria. 

8. Syrian intellectuals and civil society activists have described to the author what 
they see as an evolution in the nature of the Syrian police state during the last decade of 
Asad’s presidency: whereas during the 1970s and 1980s, the security apparatus actively 
came looking for actual or potential regime opponents, by the 1990s one had to cross a 
certain threshold of public defiance or protest before the security organs would take 
notice. A reform-minded Syrian intellectual described a similar evolution in the treat- 
ment of political prisoners, saying that twenty years earlier the police came in the mid- 
dle of the night to take someone away and that person was never seen again. Today, 
according to my interlocutor, a person targeted by the security apparatus for political 
offenses is arrested under normal criminal procedures and receives a trial with benefit of 
counsel, but probably has a corrupt judge who accepts bogus evidence fabricated by the 
state, leading to the defendant’s conviction. Once convicted, the political prisoner serves 
his sentence in a regular prison, where his family is able to visit him, and he is likely be 
released within the prescribed term of his sentence. None of the author’s interlocutors 
found the current situation acceptable. 

9. Under Asad’s leadership, the Ba‘th Party continued to serve as a tool for political 
recruitment to incorporate an expanding constituency supportive of the regime. Over 
the course of his presidency, however, the party became less a source of ideas and policy 
proposals—historically, its other traditional function since independence, including the 
1963-70 period—and more an instrument for enforcing Asad’s personal control 
throughout the government’s ministerial structure, in the various provinces, and in key 
economic and occupational sectors. For additional discussion, see Hinnebusch, Syria, 
pp. 80-85. These developments had specific consequences for economic policy delibera- 
tions during Asad’s presidency, as party dominance effectively ensured consensus within 
the bureaucracy for a largely statist economic order; see Volker Perthes, The Political Econ- 
omy of Syria under Asad (London: I. B. Tauris, 1998), pp. 41-53 and 229-30. Asad inher- 
ited a military that was already largely “Ba‘thized,” but that still reflected the cleavages that 
had characterized leadership dynamics within the post-1963 regime. In this regard, 
“Ba‘thization” of the armed forces after 1963 had effectively nurtured military politics 
parallel to and mirroring the factional struggles within the party, reinforcing the histori- 
cally praetorian tendencies of the Syrian military. Asad worked to neutralize these ten- 
dencies by careful manipulation of personnel assignments and promotions. He supple- 
mented this process by creating elite units dedicated to regime protection, such as the 
Republican Guard and the so-called Defense Companies (saraya al-difa‘) under the 
command of his brother, Rifa‘t; after Rifa‘t’s challenge to the president’s authority in 
1983-84, the Defense Companies were broken up, many of its personnel were shifted into 
the Republican Guard or the Special Forces, and the Republican Guard assumed primary 
responsibility for the regime protection mission. For more on Asad’s handling of the mil- 
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itary and his confrontation with Rifa‘t, see Seale, Asad of Syria, pp. 421-40; Ma’oz, Asad, 
the Sphinx of Damascus, pp. 169-70; and Van Dam, The Struggle for Power in Syria, pp. 
118-23. Asad manipulated the leaderships of the various intelligence and security agen- 
cies to prevent any one of them from becoming a platform for a potential rival and to 
ensure that each agency kept an eye on the others as well as the opposition. On this point, 
see Perthes, The Political Economy of Syria under Asad, pp. 153-54. 

10. The argument that Asad’s regime successfully entrenched itself in Syrian society 
is developed more fully in Hinnebusch, Authoritarian Power and State Formation in 
Ba‘thist Syria; see also Zisser, Asad’s Legacy, pp. 18-24. 

11. The Ba‘th motto was, and is, a simple trifecta: unity (wahda), freedom (hurriyya), 
and socialism (ishtirakiyya). Unity effectively defined the Ba‘th external orientation, 
expressing a commitment to a single Arab nation (umma ‘arabiyya). Organizationally, 
this commitment was reflected in a structure embracing Ba‘th parties in several Arab 
states in a single national command (giyada qawmiyya); each of these individual parties 
was identified in the overall structure as a subordinate regional command (qiyada 
qutriyya). Freedom and socialism essentially defined the Ba‘th program for unseating 
Syria’s established power structure, secularizing Syrian politics, and remaking Syria’s 
economy and social order. On the origins of the Ba‘th movement and the development 
of the party in Syria, see John Devlin, The Ba‘th Party: A History from Its Origins to 1966 
(Stanford, Calif.: Hoover Institution Press, 1976). There is, to be sure, a school that inter- 
prets Asad’s presidency as a narrow, sectarian regime, rooted in and more or less limited 
to Asad’s own Alawi community, with a few Sunni retainers as window dressing. This 
was one of the principal tenets of the Sunni Islamist critique of the regime within Syria; 
for a Western scholar espousing this perspective, see Daniel Pipes, Syria beyond the Peace 
Process (Washington: Washington Institute for Near East Policy, 1996). It is certainly true 
that Alawis are a distinct minority in Syria: in postindependence Syria, demographers 
have generally estimated that Alawis constitute no more than 15 percent of the popula- 
tion; by comparison, Sunnis are generally estimated to be 65-70 percent of the popula- 
tion. Against this backdrop, the role of Alawis, particularly Alawis from Asad’s tribe, the 
Kalbiyya, has been grossly disproportionate in Syria’s leadership since the 1963 Ba‘thist 
coup. It is also true that the Asad regime’s most serious domestic weakness has always 
been its poor standing within the majority Sunni community. Nevertheless, for reasons 
that are explored later, interpreting Asad’s regime exclusively or even primarily as an 
Alawi cabal seems an overly simplistic and misleading view of the dynamics of authori- 
tarian rule in Syria. 

12. The foundations of the Ba‘thist economic model included the nationalization of 
private companies above a certain size and state ownership of the “commanding heights” 
of the economy. 

13. In this regard, a prominent Syrian technocrat said in conversation with the author 
that the Asad regime could be described, for much of its history, as a “countryside 
regime,” with a social base among rural Syrians of various confessional backgrounds and 
a more problematic standing among urban Syrians. For scholarly assessments of Ba‘thist 
land reform in Syria, see Raymond Hinnebusch, Peasant and Bureaucracy in Ba ‘thist 
Syria: The Political Economy of Rural Development (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 
1989); and Perthes, The Political Economy of Syria under Asad. 

14. While some segments of the Alawi community have clearly benefited from their 
connection to the Asad regime, it is arguable whether the Alawi community as a whole 
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has gained disproportionate material benefits from the regime. Visits to villages in the 
traditional rural Alawi heartland suggest that much of this area remains underdevel- 
oped in comparison with other rural areas of Syria. Given the disproportionate material 
benefits that have accrued to relatively narrow segments of the Alawi community and of 
other communities that have close connections to the ruling elite, a prominent civil soci- 
ety advocate from an urban Sunni background suggested to me that the Asad regime is 
more accurately described as a “special interest regime” rather than an Alawi regime. 

15. The failure of the Islamist revolt stemmed not only from the willingness of Asad 
and his senior commanders to apply whatever force was necessary to put down Islamist 
uprisings, most notably at Hama in February 1982, but also from differences among 
Muslim Brotherhood factions in various Syrian cities, which the regime exploited, and 
from the Brotherhood’s inability to make much of an inroad among rural Sunnis, which 
kept localized uprisings in individual cities from spreading across the country. 

16. In the initial years of his presidency, Asad frequently prayed at Sunni mosques, 
made a pilgrimage to Mecca, and sought religious legitimacy for himself and his fellow 
Alawis through the issuance of a fatwa from the Lebanese Shi‘a leader Musa al-Sadr rec- 
ognizing Alawis as Shi‘a and, hence, full-fledged Muslims; see Ma’oz, Asad, the Sphinx of 
Damascus, p. 151, and Zisser, Asad’s Legacy, pp. 8-9. After the struggle against the Mus- 
lim Brotherhood’s revolt was finally won, Asad tried again to accommodate Sunni sen- 
sitivities. In the 1990s Asad allowed the non-salafi, sufi-influenced grand mufti of Da- 
mascus, Ahmed Kuftaro, to organize a nationwide campaign of Islamic education to 
increase religious observation and piety. At the same time, there was a palpable relax- 
ation in the regime’s posture toward salafi elements within Syria’s Islamist circles, man- 
ifested in the release of many imprisoned Muslim Brotherhood activists and the officially 
permitted return to Syria of several exiled Brotherhood leaders; see Zisser, Asad’s Legacy, 
pp. 196-203. 

17. By the time Asad seized power in 1970, seven years of Ba‘thist rule in Syria had 
already ingrained what Hinnebusch (Syria, p. 60) has described as “an ideological pref- 
erence for etatist solutions, deep distrust of private capital and a residual populism.” 
Asad never fundamentally challenged these ideological preferences, but at times during 
his presidency, he moderated some of the more ideologically hard-edged aspects of 
Ba‘thist economic policy. 

18. During the “six good years” (1970-76) at the start of his presidency, Asad reduced 
state controls over foreign trade and imports in a limited infitah (opening), without 
undercutting the dominant economic role of the state. See Hinnebusch, Syria, pp. 89-90; 
Ma’oz, Asad, the Sphinx of Damascus, pp. 74-82; and Perthes, The Political Economy of 
Syria under Asad, pp. 49-53. These measures helped to restore some vitality to the tradi- 
tionally Sunni-dominated private sector, which, together with weather conducive to 
increased agricultural production, helped to fuel Syria’s positive economic performance 
in this period. Additionally, early in his tenure, Asad purged the rhetoric of class warfare 
from government and Ba‘th Party statements as part of an effort to court urban Sunni 
notables. See Ma’oz, Asad, the Sphinx of Damascus, pp. 74-82; Zisser, Asad’s Legacy, 
pp. 8-10; and Itamar Rabinovich, “Stability and Change in Syria,” in The Politics of 
Change in the Middle East, edited by Robert Satloff (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press for 
the Washington Institute for Near East Policy, 1993), pp. 12-14. On Sunni businessmen 
who profited from the curtailment of regime-sanctioned class warfare, see Volker 
Perthes, “A Look at the Syrian Upper Class: The Bourgeoisie and the Baath,” Middle East 
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Report, 170 (May/June 1991): 31-37. For similar reasons, at the end of the 1980s, as 
shortages of indigenously produced consumer goods became endemic in Syria, Asad 
endorsed a second infitah, allowing private businessmen to use foreign exchange earned 
by exports to import staple foods and other essential consumer goods. This arrangement 
tended to work to the benefit of established Sunni merchant families and helped raise 
living standards for most middle-class Syrians, including Sunnis. See Perthes, The Polit- 
ical Economy of Syria under Asad, pp. 53-62. 

19. The 1973 constitution was adopted in a referendum on March 12, 1973, and took 
effect the following day. It was amended on three occasions: March 29, 1980; July 3, 1991; 
and June 11, 2000. The last amendment, adopted immediately after the death of Hafiz al- 
Asad, lowered the age requirement for the president from forty years to thirty-four in 
order to legalize Bashar’s succession. The Constitution of the Syrian Arab Republic and 
its amendments are posted in English and Arabic on the official website of the Syrian 
parliament (syria-people-counsel.org/english/const/). At its inception the National Pro- 
gressive Front (NPE, also known by its French acronym PNF) comprised the Ba‘th Party, 
the Syrian Communist Party, the Arab Socialist Union (Nasirist), the Movement of So- 
cialist Unionists (a faction that broke from the Ba‘th Party in 1961), and the Arab Social- 
ist Movement (a faction that broke from the Ba‘th Party in 1964). On the history and 
development of the individual parties, see Hashem ‘Othman, al-Ahzab al-Siyasiyya fi 
Suriyya (Political Parties in Syria), (Beirut: Riad El-Rayyes Books, 2001). 

20. Ma oz, Asad, the Sphinx of Damascus, p. 50; Hinnebusch, Syria, p. 78. 

21. The concept of the jama‘a is attributed to Michel Seurat. See Eberhard Kienle, 
Entre jamaa et classe: Le pouvoir politique en Syrie, Ethnizitat und Gesellschaft, Occa- 
sional Papers 31 (Berlin: Das Arabische Buch, 1992). 

22. Rabinovich, “Stability and Change in Syria,” p. 13. 

23. For discussion, see David Lesch, “Is Syria Ready for Peace? Obstacles to Integra- 
tion into the Global Economy,” Middle East Policy 6, no. 3 (February 1999). 

24. Vice-President ‘Abd al-Halim al-Khaddam, for example, comes from a poor Sunni 
family in Banyas, a Mediterranean coastal town. Born in 1932, Khaddam was a friend of 
Hafiz al-Asad from their high school days, when the two met as members of Syria’s 
national student union. Khaddam began his career as a lawyer in Damascus and moved 
into political life after the Ba‘th Party took power in 1963. Khaddam served as minister 
of economy and foreign trade in 1969-70; after Hafiz al-Asad came to power, he ap- 
pointed his friend foreign minister in 1970 and elevated him to the Ba‘th Party’s 
Regional Command in 1971. Khaddam served as foreign minister until 1984, when he 
was named first vice president (for foreign affairs) following Rifa‘t al-Asad’s challenge to 
Hafiz’s hold on power. On Khaddam’s background and career, see Seale, Asad of Syria, 
p. 37; Bitterlin, Le parcours dun combattant; and Daniel Nassif, “Dossier: Abdul Halim 
Khaddam,” Middle East Intelligence Bulletin 2, no. 2 (February 2000). Foreign Minister 
Faruq al-Shar‘ comes from a modest Sunni family in Dar‘a in rural southern Syria. Born 
in 1938, Shar‘ studied English literature at Damascus University. He began his career 
with Syrian Air Lines, holding executive positions in the Middle East and Europe. While 
running the airline’s regional office in London, he earned a graduate degree in interna- 
tional law from the University of London in 1972. He was recruited by Foreign Minister 
Khaddam to serve as Syria’s ambassador to Italy in 1976. He returned to Damascus in 
1980 to serve as deputy foreign minister under Khaddam from 1980 until Khaddam’s 
promotion to vice president in 1984; Shar‘ then moved up to the foreign minister’s post. 
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Defense Minister Mustafa Tlas was born in 1932 to a Sunni family in the village of Ras- 
tan, near the city of Homs. Following a path in many ways identical to the young Hafiz 
al-Asad, Tlas joined the Ba‘th Party as a teenager in 1947 and matriculated at the new 
Syrian Air Force Academy in 1952, where he and Asad met and became lifelong friends. 
The two served together as fighter pilots in Egypt during the period of the United Arab 
Republic. According to Seale (Asad of Syria, pp. 68-69), when Asad was incarcerated in 
Egypt in 1961 after the breakup of the UAR, he relied on Tlas to get his wife and infant 
daughter Bushra back to Syria safely. This episode gave Tlas an unusually personal bond 
with Asad, and the Syrian president kept Tlas as part of his inner circle even when his 
friend’s embarrassingly outlandish and spurious comments about Jewish conspiracies 
and the ancestry of various Arab leaders might have warranted his sidelining. Tlas has 
been a member of the Ba‘th Party’s Regional Command since 1969 and served as defense 
mnister until his retirement in May 2004. For more on his background and career, see 
“Dossier: Lt. Gen. Mustafa Tlass,” Middle East Intelligence Bulletin 2, no. 6 (1 July 2000) 
and his retirement announcement on SANA, May 11, 2004. 

25. For discussion, see Ma’oz, Asad, the Sphinx of Damascus, pp. 42-45; Seale, Asad of 
Syria, pp. 339-40; and Lisa Wedeen, Ambiguities of Domination: Politics, Symbols, and 
Rhetoric in Contemporary Syria (University of Chicago Press, 1999). 

26. See, for example, Hinnebusch, Syria, p. 113. 

27. This absence of the substantive apparatus of a modern presidency stems from 
the peculiarities of Hafiz al-Asad’s presidential agenda. Focused on the high politics of 
Syria’s national security and foreign relations and on assuring his regime’s stability, 
Asad evinced little interest in the substance of most domestic policy areas. These details 
were left to the various ministries, operating for the most part under the guidance of 
the Ba‘th Party; for more detailed discussion, see Hinnebusch, Syria, pp. 80-85. Asad’s 
forays into economic liberalization were ad hoc and tactical in nature, not fundamen- 
tal strategic choices. In pursuing limited liberalization measures, he tended to devolve 
a circumscribed authority to individual technocrats who had earned his confidence, 
rather than develop the staff apparatus he would have needed to oversee more system- 
atic reforms. (An example of such a figure would be the long-serving non-Ba‘thist min- 
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tion, Asad’s “hub and spokes” management style for dealing with the inner circle on 
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28. On succession preparations, see Zisser, Asad’s Legacy, pp. 153-78. 

29. For a discussion of Bashar’s efforts, since the beginning of his presidency, to pre- 
sent himself as a representative of continuity as well as change, see Yossi Baidatz, 
“Bashar’s First Year: From Ophthalmology to a National Vision,” Policy Focus 41 (Wash- 
ington: Washington Institute for Near East Policy, July 2001), pp. 17-24. 

30. In October 1999, Syrian security forces attacked supporters of Rifa‘t in the area 
around Latakia, ostensibly to signal the regime’s determination to thwart any attempt by 
Rifa‘t to thwart his nephew’s accession to the presidency. See “Rifaat Assad and the Syr- 
ian Political Crisis,’ Middle East Intelligence Bulletin 1, no. 10 (October 1999). 

31. In a 2001 interview with the Arab press, Bashar took issue with the use of the term 
old guard by journalists: “Concerning the old guard, I was asked this question before. I 
said the old guard is a media term. What do we mean by it? What do we mean by old? Do 
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we mean old in terms of age? Do we mean by it a person with long service? Or is he a per- 
son with a closed mind, in the sense that he is old in his mentality? There are many inter- 
pretations. I see that there are persons who are for modernization, and persons who are 
against modernization, and vice versa. Some young people and new appointees are 
against modernization. Therefore, this term is inaccurate.” Syrian Arab Republic Radio 
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York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1999), pp. 86-92. 

34. Similarly, Dennis Ross, who spent more time than any other U.S. official inter- 
acting with Asad during the last decade of his presidency, has said that his personal un- 
derstanding of economic theory is minimal, but that in conversations with the Syrian 
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35. Seale, Asad of Syria, pp. 100-102. 

36. After Asad came to power in 1970, Islamist uprisings occurred in several Syrian 
cities: in Damascus in 1972, in Damascus and Hama in 1973, and in Aleppo and Hama 
in 1975. These uprisings were relatively easily contained. It was not until the economic 
downturn of 1976 that the Muslim Brotherhood was able to mobilize and sustain a more 
generalized revolt against Asad’s regime. 

37. During the 1970s, for example, Syria received significant infusions of cash in the 
form of aid and loans from Arab oil producers as well as from international donors and 
lenders; remittances from Syrian workers in foreign oil sectors also became an important 
source of foreign exchange. At the end of the 1980s, Syria benefited from an expansion 
of its own production and export of petroleum. Although Syria remains relatively small 
as an oil producer compared to other Middle Eastern countries, the petroleum sector 
would become increasingly important to the Syrian economy during the last decade of 
Hafiz al-Asad’s presidency. This was especially true with regard to Syria’s balance of pay- 
ments; the infusion of foreign exchange from oil exports effectively allowed Asad to 
avoid the sort of crisis that might have forced a more thoroughgoing reconsideration of 
basic economic policies; see Zisser, Asad’s Legacy, p. 62. In the aftermath of the Persian 
Gulf War, Syria received more than $2 billion in new aid from oil-producing Arab states 
for Syrian participation in the coalition that expelled Iraqi forces from Kuwait; see 
Perthes, The Political Economy of Syria under Asad, pp. 29-31. In recent years, financial 
assistance to Syria from Saudi Arabia and other Gulf States has dwindled. 

38. Middle East Watch, Syria Unmasked, p. 1. 

39. Sylvia Polling, “Investment Law No. 10: Which Future for the Private Sector?” in 
Contemporary Syria: Liberalization between Cold War and Cold Peace, edited by Eberhard 
Kienle (London: I.B.Tauris, 1994), pp. 14-25; Perthes, The Political Economy of Syria 
under Asad, pp. 58-59. 

40. The author is grateful to Martin Indyk for this point. At least part of the reason 
for Asad’s failure to engage seriously with international institutions may have been his 
awareness that under U.S. law successive American administrations were obliged to vote 
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against Syria in both the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank because of 
Syria’s designation as a state sponsor of terrorism. 

41. On the economy Bashar inherited, see Volker Perthes, “The Political Economy of 
the Syrian Succession,” Survival 43, no. 1 (Spring 2001). 

42. The figures on state enterprises and numbers of bureaucrats come from the Syr- 
ian State Planning Organization. 
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weather conditions, see Economist Intelligence Unit, Syria: Country Profile 2003, pp. 30-33, 
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Republic,” United Nations Human Development Report 2003 (Oxford University Press, 
2003), p. 252. 
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Perthes, “The Political Economy of the Syrian Succession.” The “youth bulge” is a demo- 
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Economist Intelligence Unit believes that the figure may approach 25 percent if under- 
employment is also factored in. The majority of the new entrants to the workforce— 
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200,000 to 350,000 a year—will not find employment at the current rate of job creation 
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the population was under age fourteen in 2000 and 40 percent under age fifteen in 2003. 
Unemployment figures and new entrants to the workforce are most likely underesti- 
mated, as they do not take into consideration an increase in female participation in the 
workforce. On these figures, see Zisser, Asad’s Legacy, pp. 1913; Perthes, “The Political 
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was only 1.5 percent. The EU, in its Euro-Med Partnership assessment, estimates that 
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an acceptable quality of life. See World Bank, Syrian Arab Republic: Country Brief, Econ- 
omist Intelligence Unit, Syria: Country Profile 2003, p. 14; and Euro-Med Partnership, 
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degree of acceptance of Hafiz al-Asad’s regime; when pressed, Christian interlocutors 
uniformly attribute their support for the Asad regime to a sense that the regime pro- 
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52. Seale, Asad of Syria, pp. 316-38; Ma’oz, Asad, the Sphinx of Damascus, pp. 149-63. 

53. See the chapter “Hama Rules” in Thomas Friedman, From Beirut to Jerusalem 
(New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1989), pp. 76-105. 
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Raymond Hinnebusch, “Syria: The Politics of Peace and Regime Survival,” Middle East 
Policy 3, no. 4 (1995): 83. 
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see, for example, Neil MacFarquhar, “Syria, Long Ruthlessly Secular, Sees Fervent Islamic 
Resurgence,” New York Times, October 24, 2003. But the phenomenon is not new. 
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not help but be struck by the increase in overt manifestations of Islamic piety among 
Syrian Sunnis; see, for example, Robert Satloff, “Anxious Days for Syria,” Jerusalem 
Report, July 16, 1992. 

57. The United Nations Population Division estimates that Syria was 46.7 percent 
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more than 60 percent urban by 2020. The Economist Intelligence Unit estimated in 2003 
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kuftaro.org/English/biography.htm). Kuftaro’s movement, the Abu al-Nur Islamic Foun- 
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only viable path for the Arab world’s future. Trained in the West, principally at Yale, he 
has written scathing critiques of various illiberal alternatives that have manifested them- 
selves in the postindependence political experience of Arab societies. In 1968 he pub- 
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the earliest critiques of political Islamism. For publishing these works, he lost his pro- 
fessorship at the American University of Beirut and returned to his native Syria, where 
he has made his subsequent career. In the Syrian context, ‘Azm has been a leading theo- 
rist and advocate of civil society and its importance to the modernization of traditional 
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Damascus University for almost forty years. Since 2003 he has been the founding dean 
of the international relations faculty at Qalamoun University, Syria’s new private uni- 
versity. Trained initially at Damascus University, he earned graduate legal degrees at the 
University of Virginia and Columbia University before returning to Damascus Univer- 
sity to pursue an academic career. He has long been an advocate of academic freedom 
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conceptual underpinnings of Syrian foreign policy and public diplomacy has made him 
in some ways a useful figure for the Asad regime. See, for example, Shukri’s International 
Terrorism: A Legal Critique (Brattleboro, Vt.: Aman Books, 1991). 

60. Raymond Hinnebusch, “State, Civil Society, and Political Change in Syria,” in 
Civil Society in the Middle East, edited by Augustus Richard Norton, vol. 1 (New York: E,J. 
Brill, 1995), pp. 214-42. 

61. Despite the constitutional right to establish civil society organizations in Syria, the 
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standing emergency powers to crack down on opposition figures and the emergence of 
independent political parties. See the essay “Syria: State-Civil Society Relations,” Pro- 
gramme on Governance in the Arab Region, United Nations Development Programme 
(www. pogar.org/countries/syria/civil.htm). See also George, Syria. 
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rooted in the historical frustration of Syrian nationalist aspirations by Western imperi- 
alism. .. . The resulting powerful brew of anti-imperialist, anti-Zionist, pan-Arab, and 
pan-Syrian sentiment has imparted an enduring revisionist and irredentist thrust to Syr- 
ian foreign policy.” Raymond Hinnebusch, “Revisionist Dreams, Realist Strategies,” in 
The Foreign Policies of Arab States: The Challenge of Change, edited by Bahgat Korany and 
Ali E. Hillal Dessouki, 2d ed. (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1991), p. 374. 

63. Asad kept an enormous painting of Saladin’s victory over the Crusaders at Hittin 
in his presidential office and would often regale foreign diplomats and visiting officials 
with extended narratives on Middle Eastern history, usually starting with Saladin’s defeat 
of the Crusaders and recapture of Jerusalem. Asad frequently equated Israel with the 
Crusader states and the forces of imperialism in his rhetoric: “It is not a struggle between 
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nialist invading movement”; and “Israel’s age . . . is only one-sixth of the period of the 
Crusaders’ dominion in our country.” Ma’oz, Asad, the Sphinx of Damascus, pp. 85, 104. 

64. There is some historical irony in this. During Asad’s youth, the Ba‘th Party, which 
Asad joined as a teenager, was an ardent champion of pan-Arab unity. The party’s great 
competitor for adherents among young men from the margins of Syrian society at the 
time was the organization later known as the Syrian Social Nationalist Party, or SSNP, 
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65. Ma’oz, Asad, the Sphinx of Damascus, pp. 45-48. 

66. The late Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin, for example, told U.S. officials at 
various points in his tenure that Asad was, in his judgment, the most intelligent and 
strategically astute Arab leader. Former U.S. president Bill Clinton concurred, remarking: 
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67. As Hinnebusch (“Revisionist Dreams, Realist Strategies,” pp. 374-75) notes, Asad, 
“while no less stamped by Syria’s grievances and dreams [than his predecessors], was 
prepared to chart a more realistic course matching Syrian objectives and means. He 
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68. Indeed, during the days of the post-Madrid Palestinian and Syrian tracks of the 
Middle East peace process, members of the Clinton administration’s peace team used to 
quip that while Palestinian leader Yasir Arafat was “all tactics and no strategy,” Asad, by 
comparison, was “all strategy and no tactics.” 

69. Ma’oz, Asad, the Sphinx of Damascus, pp. 45-48. 
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bility to find in U.N. resolutions at least a guide to a lasting solution of this key problem 
[the Palestinian issue]. We shall support any decision taken by the PLO. I would imagine 
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71. Asad’s struggle to wrest control of Lebanon from Israel, the Palestinians, and var- 
ious Lebanese factions is recounted in Reuven Avi-Ran, The Syrian Involvement in 
Lebanon since 1975 (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1991). 

72. As Itamar Rabinovich notes in The War for Lebanon, 1970-1985 (Cornell Univer- 
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73. The Syrian leader calculated that, unless he put down the radical Islamist and 
Palestinian elements seeking to topple the Lebanese state, the unrest could spread into 
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74. The removal of the Palestine Liberation Organization to Lebanon from Jordan in 
1970 and the outbreak of civil war in 1975 had created a destabilizing security vacuum 
in many parts of Lebanon, including the southern portion bordering Israel. Syrian com- 
mitments, under the 1976 red-line agreement, to keep its forces out of the Israeli- 
Lebanese border area had the effect of attracting PLO paramilitary cadres to the area, set- 
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ting up a daily threat of Palestinian artillery and terrorist attacks against northern Israel 
from southern Lebanon in addition to the risk of a takeover in Beirut by the PLO and 
radical Lebanese Muslim elements. Soon, southern Lebanon had become the principal 
staging area for Palestinian operations against Israeli interests. This prompted Israel to 
launch its “Operation Litani” in March 1978, during which the Israel Defense Forces 
carved out a contiguous security zone under its control in the south of Lebanon. For 
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sified its involvement in Lebanon during the late 1970s, developing an increasingly close 
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Maronites (particularly the Franjiyyah family). Ze’ev Schiff and Ehud Ya’ari, Israel’s 
Lebanon War, translated and edited by Ina Friedman (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
1984), pp. 18-30. 

75. See Rabinovich, The War for Lebanon, pp. 110-11. 

76. For further discussion, see Schiff and Ya’ari, Israel’s Lebanon War, and Sheila Ryan, 
“Tsrael’s Invasion of Lebanon: Background to the Crisis,” Journal of Palestine Studies 11, 
no. 4, and 12, no. 1 (Summer/Fall 1982). 

77. For additional analysis, see Rabinovich, The War for Lebanon, pp. 111-53. 

78. The Multinational Force (MNF) landed in Beirut on August 21, 1982, and 
departed on September 10 after the completion of its mission to oversee the evacuation 
of PLO fighters from Beirut. After Bashir Jumayyil’s assassination on September 14 and 
the ensuing massacre of Palestinians in the Sabra and Shatila refugee camps, the MNF 
returned on September 29, with the U.S. contingent encamping at the Beirut Interna- 
tional Airport until its withdrawal offshore in February 1984. 

79. For further details, see Alasdair Drysdale and Raymond Hinnebusch, Syria and the 
Middle East Peace Process (New York: Council on Foreign Relations Press, 1991), p. 192. 

80. For additional discussion, see Dilip Hiro, Lebanon: Fire and Embers: A History of 
the Lebanese Civil War (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1992), pp. 94-110. 

81. In his interventions, Asad was always prepared to use force, even terrorist vio- 
lence, not only against his adversaries at a given moment but also against his ostensible 
allies, so as to leave no doubt about Syrian dominance. In 1987, for example, Asad 
ordered Syrian troops into West Beirut to assert Syrian authority over Hizballah and 
other militias who had usurped control there, killing twenty-four Hizballah members at 
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82. The Tavif Accord was meant to redress the political imbalances that had fueled 
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authority with a Sunni prime minister. The accord also legitimated the Syrian military 
presence in Lebanon and gave Damascus a major role in Lebanese security affairs. The 
accord did not call explicitly for a withdrawal of Syrian forces from all Lebanese terri- 
tory; rather, it mandated a redeployment of Syrian forces to the Biqa‘a, supposedly two 
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years after the accord was ratified; the size and disposition of Syrian forces remaining in 
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tre for Lebanese Studies, 1992). 

83. On the multifaceted Syrian interest in Lebanon, see, among others, Dawisha, “The 
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escalation. In July 1993 Hizballah exceeded the usual scope of its operations against ele- 
ments of the Israel Defense Forces in the security zone, launching Katyusha rockets into 
Israel proper, allegedly because IDF artillery rounds had struck Lebanese villages north 
of the zone. Israel responded with Operation Accountability—a series of air raids on 
Syrian artillery positions in the Biga‘a and the expulsion of thousands of Lebanese civil- 
ians from southern Lebanon. Israel and Lebanon became parties to an informal agree- 
ment ending Hizballah rocket attacks into northern Israel in exchange for an end to the 
Israeli air strikes; effectively, Syria and Hizballah were parties to the agreement as well. 
In April 1996, after a similar escalatory spiral between IDF elements in the zone and 
Hizballah cadres in southern Lebanon, Israel launched Operation Grapes of Wrath, 
which included a sizable incursion of Israeli ground forces north of the zone. Ultimately, 
Israel and Syria, with U.S. and French mediation, agreed to a set of more formal under- 
standings, including the creation of the Israel-Lebanon Monitoring Group (ILMG). The 
understanding, a written but unsigned document between the parties, prohibited 
Hizballah, Israel, and Israel’s proxy South Lebanon Army from targeting civilians, while 
reaffirming the right of self-defense for the combatant parties. The ILMG, formed to 
monitor the understanding and hear claims of violations, included civilian representa- 
tives from the United States and France and military representatives from Syria, 
Lebanon, and Israel. Although the ILMG had no enforcement mechanism, it dampened 
the impact of the conflict on civilians by sorting out responsibility for violations and 
urging calm and the avoidance of escalation when violence flared up. For an assessment, 
see Adam Frey, “The Israel-Lebanon Monitoring Group: An Operational Review,” 
Research Note 3 (Washington: Washington Institute for Near East Policy, September 
1997). 

88. The carefully balanced political system established under the Ta if Accord fre- 
quently produces gridlock in decisionmaking that requires Syrian intervention to break. 
Asad consistently sought to reinforce the tendency of Lebanese political actors to seek 
outside help in resolving their disagreements by cultivating a “finger-in-every-pie” array 
of contacts across the Lebanese political spectrum. For discussion, see Zisser, Asad’s 
Legacy, p. 145. For the text of the Treaty of Brotherhood, Cooperation, and Coordina- 
tion, negotiated by Syria and its post-Taif allies in Lebanon, which solidified economic 
and security ties between the two countries, see Beirut Review 1, no. 2 (Fall 1991): 
115-19. 

89. Zisser, Asad’s Legacy, pp. 139-43. For example, as Hizballah became an increasingly 
important factor in Shi‘a politics through its performance in the 1992 parliamentary elec- 
tions, Asad’s ties to the group were an important lever for exerting influence over Shi‘a 
affairs. But, at the same time, Asad made sure that Hizballah did not become so impor- 
tant that it could disregard Syrian interests. In particular, Asad used his other means of 
influence in Lebanon to ensure that Hizballah did not eclipse its chief Shi‘a rival, Nabih 
Berri’s Amal Party, in the 1996 parliamentary elections, when popular support for Hizbal- 
lah had risen significantly as a result of the group’s military performance against the 
Israeli military during Israel’s Operation Grapes of Wrath earlier that year. For discussion, 
see Graham Usher, “Hizballah, Syria, and the Lebanese Elections,” Journal of Palestine 
Studies 26, no. 2 (Winter 1997); and Magnus Ranstorp, “The Strategy and Tactics of 
Hizballah’s ‘Lebanonization Process,” Mediterranean Politics 3, no. 1 (Summer 1998). 

90. For further analysis from two outspoken critics of the Asad regime and Syria’s 
dominant role in Lebanese affairs, see Gary Gambill and Elie Abou Aoun, “How Syria 


NOTES TO PAGES 43-46 = 241 


Orchestrates Lebanon’s Elections,” Middle East Intelligence Bulletin 2, no. 7 (August 
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in Syria by having a law passed forcing the company to use him as the exclusive agent for 
importing spare parts. Mercedes had wanted to retain the services of Omar Sanqar and 
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became involved in management of the Lebanese portfolio for his father, the younger 
Asad appears to have developed relationships with the Lebanese brothers Taha and Azmi 
Migati (brothers of Najib Miqati, the Lebanese minister of public works and transport 
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intended to lead to the establishment of a Euro-Mediterranean free trade area by 2010. 

97. Personal communication by Syrian officials with the author. 

98. Agence France-Presse, December 10, 2003; personal communications by Euro- 
pean officials with the author. 
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grinding halt. Al-Assad feared that an all-out war with Israel could be on the horizon and 
it was argued that domestic freedoms needed to be restricted to avoid the outbreak of 
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